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 Prologue 
 

 The Merciless had foundered and was going down, ending what had, so far, been nearly a fruitless voyage. What little treasure she’d managed to take was going down with her, but that was of little concern to the men who’d sailed her. Their focus was now on saving lives—their own and each others’, for these were Brothers, and all enmities were put aside in the face of the current crisis. Three of the four boats had been successfully launched, each with one or two men aboard and some provisions. Those who had jumped or been thrown overboard clambered into the boats as best they could, their curses drowned by thunder and wind. 

 Half a dozen men were still on the Merciless as a wave picked her up and slammed her even harder into the reef she had so unfortunately met a few minutes ago. Deck planks snapped like twigs, and rigging and pieces of spar rained down on the men struggling with the fourth boat. The aft boom swung port to starboard. It caught one man across the shoulders and swept him over the side. Merciless settled more quickly and listed to port. 

 Finally, the fourth boat was free and two of the men thrust her bow over the port gunwale. A ship’s hand lying face down on the deck was seized by collar and belt and unceremoniously heaved into the boat. As the ship listed further, the boat suddenly floated free and the sailors pushed off. The last man in grabbed the tiller with one hand and used the other to push hard against the now steeply sloping deck of the Merciless. 

 “Pull!” he exhorted his comrades. “She’s gonna show her keel!” The aft boom swung back to port, and smashed the shouter’s skull with enough force to push the stern of the boat briefly under water. Water swirled around the men’s ankles as they set their oars and stroked for all they were worth. One pushed through his fellows to reach the tiller. If they could not put some distance between themselves and the wreck, they were as doomed as if they’d stayed aboard. 

 Another wave crashed in, and Merciless did indeed show her keel above the surface of the sea. The oarsmen watched as their ship and home disappeared beneath the waves. 

 Intermittent lightning revealed the other boats and the island for which they made, and the steersman turned to follow. 

 The first boat into the surf was smashed on a rock, leaving its occupants to wade or be dragged ashore. Aware of the danger, the other survivors beached without incident and were dragged above the water line. Exhausted, the mariners collapsed wherever they could. 

 The storm raged for the rest of the night. 
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 Dalaria 
 

 Sako Pizi had always been fascinated by ships and the sea. He loved to accompany his father to the waterfront to purchase spices and exotic fruits for the inn. The wind was always blowing, the gulls flew and dove, and there were ships of all types and sizes. The waterfront smelled of salt air, tar, spice, stale beer, and tobacco smoke. 

 The sailors were easy to spot. They were deeply tanned men who spoke with strange accents and walked with rolling gaits. There were Vakgennir and redheads from Encaster, Tayans, Agresians and men from Jonos, and sometimes Chain Islanders. Some had angled eyes and didn’t speak Buxan, and some had the blue eyes and blonde hair that marked them as Clavs—people whose parents or grandparents had been captured on the large equatorial continent and sold as slaves in the Kingdom of Agresia or the Tayan Empire. 

 Despite his interest, Sako never expected to go on a sea voyage himself. His parents owned the Wayfarer Inn in the city of Dalaria, and there was no reason to believe life would ever change. 

 “Children, I want you to pack your things. We’re going on a journey.” 

 “Where are we going, Da?” Sako asked. 

 “It’s a surprise,” said Danno, Sako’s father. “After lunch, you’re to stay upstairs until your mother or I call for you.” 

 “But Da, what about the Festival?” Tara wanted to know. She was a year younger than Sako. 

 “There won’t be a Festival this year, sweetheart. I’m sorry. But how would you like to go on a ship?” 

 Tara frowned. “Sako’s the one who likes ships. But there is going to be a Festival—I saw all the carts. And the Imperial Cavalry.” The arrival of a troop of Tayan Cavalry marked the beginning of the annual Dalarian Festival, a weeklong celebration of the founding of the city-state. The troopers were there to collect tribute from the Prince of Dalaria. 

 For centuries, Dalaria was an independent city, proud of her shipping and seafaring heritage. She was also wealthy, staving off Tayan expansion by paying tribute. However, in the fifteenth year of the Thirty Years War between the Tayan Empire and the Kingdom of Agresia, the Empire needed a windfall. Emperor Astreg IV decided that Dalarian independence would come to an end. 

  That spring’s tribute caravan included nearly twice as many troops as usual and a man who was to be the new governor. The annexation of that proud city was announced in all the public squares; the reason stated was concern over a possible Agresian invasion. Unfortunately, Taya could not protect Dalaria without that city’s help. 

 A new tax rate, nearly double what the tribute had been, was announced. Also, all able bodied landsmen between the ages of sixteen and thirty were now conscripted into the Tayan Army, and must be prepared to march the following day. The war with Agresia was heating up, and Taya needed equal effort from all of its citizens. Dalarian ships were now property of the Crown; their former owners would be compensated at a later date. 

 All sailors were now in the Navy, and most would continue to serve on their current ships. Also, the people of Dalaria would no longer be offended by the presence of drunks, beggars, criminals and debtors, as these undesirables would be sold into slavery according to Tayan law. 

 A public auction was announced for one week from the Festival for those who wished to purchase these new slaves, and the remainder would be sold in Gateway. Merchants, shippers and proprietors of other businesses would have to see the new governor for licenses to continue in their current occupations. It was rumored that those without sufficient liquid funds for the new governor would be refused and sent either into the army or slavery depending on their age and sex. But Danno didn’t have the time to explain any of this to his children. 

 “We’re not going to the Festival, I said. Now run along and do as you were told.” 

 Tara was very disappointed but Sako was excited. A ship! They were going to sea! Who needed a Festival? 

 “Come on Tara, it’ll be fun! I bet I can pack faster than you!” 

 Tara stuck her tongue out. “Not if you fold your clothes neatly.” 

 “Sako, you will fold your clothes neatly.” 

 “Aw, D—” 

 “Go upstairs children. Now. The Cavalry troopers will be here soon and I have to meet them in the taproom.” 

 It was nearly dinnertime before their mother came for them. 

 “Sako, why isn’t your dog packed?” Sako had a toy dog that he still clutched in his sleep. 

 “I don’t need him. I’m too old now.” 

 “Well, he’s going,” Safa said firmly. “You can pack him or you’ll have to carry him.” 

 Sako quickly stuffed the dog into the chest. 

 The walk downstairs and through the taproom was strange. The only customers were Imperial troopers, more than Sako had ever seen. Every single one was passed out drunk, yet Sako and Tara had heard nothing since their arrival. They should have gotten rowdier as they drank and not passed out for hours. Sako didn’t have time to ask as Safa herded them outside. There was a horse cart with most of their belongings already loaded. The children loaded their chest and climbed up. Sako saw his father shake hands with one of their employees and then with Ster Brini, who owned the Red Dog Tavern down the street. Danno climbed up and drove the cart away. 

 The streets were strangely quiet. Sako saw a coach and four on the next street, galloping for the waterfront. The wharves were jammed with carts and coaches. There were goods piled on the docks by most of the ships, but no stevedores. The only sailors present were on the ships, and every ship was taking on passengers. 

 “Da, what’s going on?” 

 “We’re leaving, I told you.” Danno guided the cart carefully around a stack of crates but was blocked by a row of barrels. A sailor in a fancy shirt was standing atop a barrel in the middle of the line. 

 “Are you the innkeeper?” he asked. 

 “Yes.” 

 “Captain told me to watch for youse. Leave the cart here; I’ll have some guys come get your things. Wavecutter’s the second one on the right.” 

 “Thank you. Children, go with your mum and stay with her, out of the way of the sailors.” Safa was already climbing down, but Tara hesitated. 

 “That’s not our flag,” she said. She was looking at the palace. Sako could see she was right. The Dalarian flag was burgundy with a green vertical stripe diagonally crossed by a white stripe. But the flag at the palace was Tayan: plain white with a black cross that reached all four edges. 

 “That’s right,” said Danno. “The Empire rules here now. That’s why everyone’s leaving. Hurry up.” 

 They walked to the ship and climbed up the gangplank. Sako wasn’t excited anymore. There were three men lying on the dock near the ship. All wore the tall boots and uniforms of Imperials. There were two more floating in the water. Sako was pretty sure they weren’t just drunk. The Empire was known to be very harsh with those who dared kill her soldiers. Thank Stess they were leaving. But where are we going?
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 Aboard The Wavecutter

 

 Most of the people leaving Dalaria were headed for the free colony on Kimbula, a large tropical island far to the east of Jonos. 

 Danno Pizi, onetime owner of the finest inn in Dalaria, chose a different path. Years earlier, he had been instrumental in saving the life of a notorious pirate captain. He called in the favor, and obtained passage for himself and his family and all of their portable wealth at no charge. The captain, having been present for the announcements, had already made arrangements with the families of the leading shipwrights and ships’ chandlers of the city. He promised that each of the families could once again be prosperous and comfortable in their chosen professions, if they did not mind dealing exclusively with pirates. They would not be able to leave once they arrived at their destination, a secret pirate port called Port Buxaca, but their businesses would not be taxed and their safety was guaranteed. The Zindi and Alsi families quickly agreed to the terms offered. The Alsis also paid the passage for some of their best workers and their families on the premise that a shipwright is only as good as the craftsmen who do the actual building and repairs. 

 The voyage was uneventful, an unusual occurrence for a pirate ship under normal circumstances. But the holds were already full of plundered cargo which had been reserved for certain brokers in Dalaria, and the captain had no desire to endanger his valuable passengers. The presence of children on board also helped curb the raiders’ natural aggressiveness. There were four: a girl and three boys. Seven-year-old Tara Pizi followed her older brother Sako everywhere, which didn’t bother the boy much. At nine, he was in stature somewhere between Arno Zindi and Sturo Alsi, both eight. The four could often be found near the bowsprit, trying to be the first to see their new home, much to the annoyance of those sailors who needed to relieve themselves. Other times they would pester the man on wheel watch for stories of sea adventures and far away places. Young Sturo was quick to show off his knowledge of shipbuilding, while Arno countered with his equipment and outfitting explanations. Despite the pacific voyage, it didn’t take long for the children to discover what kind of ship they sailed on. It fired their imaginations. 

 It was Old Jaka, a fierce elderly pirate, who most enjoyed having the children aboard. Whenever he was on wheel watch he regaled the children nonstop with tales of those who roved the Buxacan Sea for plunder. Though the rest of the crew and even the captain walked softly around Old Jaka, he always had a smile or kind word for the little ones. None of his stories mentioned the bloodshed, death and maimings he must have witnessed or been a part of, and many were actually true, at least for the most part. While not a braggart, his stories had grown somewhat between their first telling and their four hundredth. He’d seen a lot; in a profession where most died young, he’d survived over forty years. 

 One evening after dinner, Sako innocently questioned the old buccaneer, “Jaka, what made you decide to be a pirate?” It was the first time any of them had been brave enough to ask him to acknowledge his profession. The old man’s smile faded as he considered how to answer. 

 A glance at the earnest young faces showed only curiosity. As children are often smarter than adults give them credit for, he knew they’d sense any evasions. “Well boy, we prefer the term ‘sailor of enterprise’. And it’s more like it chose me rather than me it.” 

 “How could piracy choose you?” Sturo asked. “Father says that anyone can be anything they want.” 

 “Lad, that’s true for one born to wealth,” Old Jaka replied without bitterness. “Mayhap you or Master Pizi still have a choice. But a poor fisherman’s son like me has little choice but the sea.” 

 “So why aren’t you a fisherman?” Sturo persisted. “Uncle Arno says it’s an honorable profession.” 

 “For the money, silly!” answered Arno. “Fishermen are always poor. Everyone knows that.” 

 “Oh no,” replied the old man. “I’d’ve been glad to stay on my da’s boat. Woulda been mine someday. But I was pressed into the Agresian Navy near on forty years ago for one o’ the wars with the Tayan Empire.” He shifted his grip on the wheel to dig out his pipe and pouch. 

 “What does ‘pressed’ mean?” asked Tara. 

 The children waited patiently for Jaka to get his pipe lit. 

 “It’s when you join a Navy, whether you want to or not. Agresia was short o’ sailors, see, ‘cause the war was mostly fought on land afore. So the press gangs was out in force. Back then I didn’t know better: I was pulled off the docks and dragged to a ship of the line. That’s a real big ship and they needs lotsa men to sail ‘em. Not enough food, and what there was, was bad; long weeks at sea, regular beatin’s and constant fightin’…When that pig was holed and we was captured, most of us didn’t care, so long as we were done with her. I spent a year in prison in Gateway till the war ended.” Jaka took several puffs on his pipe. “Agresia didn’t need me back with no warships left and my da’s boat had been burnt. There weren’t no work for a seaman and I was outta silver, facin’ the auction block. Some mates from prison said it were better to hang than be a slave and I said they was right. So a buncha us slipped down harborside quiet-like and took us a Sevoolee merchantman. See, it chose me, not t’other way round.” He puffed his pipe while the children mulled the story over. 

 “So how come you’re not the captain?” asked Sako. “You’ve been one so long you must know more than anyone about being a pirate…I mean sailor of enterprise!” 

 The old hand chuckled. “Don’t work that way, lad. See, Cap’n needs to know ‘bout navigatin’ and keep track o’ where you been and where to go. Never learnt my letters and my numbers ain’t so good neither. Cap’n’ hasta keep track o’ how much swag there be and how to divvy it up, how much to give Cap’n Anford and know how to fight the whole battle. Man in front o’ me is all the fight I know.” 

 This sparked off a slew of questions, Sturo’s being the loudest. “Who’s Captain Anford? Why does he get a share?” 

 “Why, he be the greatest sailor of enterprise ever lived! We give him a share for what he’s given us!” 

 “What’s he given you?” asked Tara. 

 “Why is he the greatest who ever lived?” said Arno loudly. 

 “Well, for starters he’s taken over a hundred prizes. He fought half the Jono Navy to a stand still; he’s sacked every Agresian port there is, and Port Therma and even Gateway, once. I sailed with him four years and I were at Gateway. That was
a fight! That’s why all the hands give me room; they know better than to cross a man what sailed with Cap’n Anford! 

 “As to what he’s given us, that be safety, plain and simple. Used to be, sailors of enterprise die in a fight or on a rope. Past coupla years he’s made Port Buxaca into a safe place, a clean place where a child with a bag o’ gold can walk from one side o’ town to the other and nobody would touch him. No beggars, no thieves, no slaves. Place to keep our swag without fear o’ poachin’. Hand gets tired o’ rovin’; he can retire on what he’s taken and never ever fear the rope. Cap’n says there be plenty o’ treasure to go around, so he organized all the ships, made ‘em Brothers in the Societies. Brothers of the Societies don’t fight each other no more, neither. Waste o’ time. If a ship of the same color flag as you gets in trouble, you help ‘em out.” 

 “Aren’t we going to Port Buxaca? My father’s no pirate!” exclaimed Sako. 

 “Not everyone is, lad. Man can choose his own life in Port Buxaca. I’m bettin’ your da’ll open another inn, even better than The Wayfarer, time he’s done. We’ve smiths and potters and barkeeps—even farmers! Soon we’ll have a shipwright. Man I know makes candles—richer now than he ever were in Port Sipa, let me tell you! And there’s other seafaring trades. Kimbulan merchantmen be the only non-Society ships the Cap’n trusts in Swag Bay. They take our plunder and sell it in other ports, so our ships don’t got to go where somebody knows ‘em. In return, we don’t touch Kimbulan ships ever.” 

 “I thought Port Buxaca was just like Rumtown,” said Arno. “Filthy and lawless, with ten thieves for every honest man.” 

 “So it were, afore Cap’n Anford. He told the thieves, ship out or go swimming. And he made the other cap’ns join the Societies or sail for Rumtown. Now Rumtown ships steer clear o’ Port Buxaca. Hand wantsa hurt people or steal; he joins a crew and does it somewheres else, never in Port Buxaca.” 

 “So how many ships does Captain Anford control?” 

 “How many Societies are there?” 

 “There be two Societies: the Red Brotherhood and the Black Brotherhood, and there be fourteen ships in all. But Cap’n Anford don’t control ‘em—each cap’n sails where he will.” 

 “That’s all? I thought there were dozens of pirates roaming the Great Sea!” 

 “There may be, lad, but those’re the only ones allowed in Port Buxaca.” 

 “Which one are you?” asked Tara. 

  “Sorry lass, that’s one story you won’t get from Old Jaka.” About that time Sturo’s uncle found them, and sent them off to bed. 

 Some days later, one of the seamen ran up a flag, the likes of which the children had never seen in the harbor of Dalaria: bright red, depicting a dagger, point down. A cry of, “Swag Island, one point off the port bow!” from one of the lookouts sent the children running for the foredeck, except for Sako, who had spotted the captain near the starboard rail. Sako waited politely while the captain scanned the island ahead through his telescope before asking how long it would be before they were ashore. 

 “Tired of sea life, are you? Well, we’re about four hours out.” 

 “No sir, I like it fine,” said the boy. “But my mother has been ill since we left home. She’ll be pleased to know how little time we have left on our voyage. If I could, I’d stay and learn to be a sailor, so I could be a captain someday, like you.” Ordinarily a gruff, stern man, the captain couldn’t help but show Sako one of his rare smiles. 

 “Someday maybe you will be a captain, but you’ve many years ahead of you to make that choice. Now run along and tell your mum and the other passengers the good news.” 

 “Yes, sir.” 

 A few hours later, just as the captain had promised, they sailed into Swag Bay. There was a lighthouse near the mouth of the bay, which Jaka had told them was never lit, but was instead a lookout post, it being the highest point in the town. It was painted various shades of green to match the background terrain. It was impossible to tell there was a bay at all until they were nearly in it. But it was there, bowl-shaped with the island rising around it on three sides. Slightly inside the bay there were two small islands, one to either side. 

 After the inbound ship had passed them, Sturo noticed that each island concealed a battery of guns, but Sako had eyes only for the ships and small boats of the fishermen. Beyond the town and nearly as high as the lighthouse stood a stone mansion, virtually a castle, boasting cannon along its crenellated top and gun ports on the floor below. The highest point of the island loomed beyond the mansion and, except for the town itself, the isle was thickly forested. There were nine ships visible, though he was disappointed to see that five flew the neutral colors of Kimbu Island, and the others flew no colors at all. Two ships had been beached to the right, and men were busy with scrapers and pitch all around the exposed hulls. Two of the merchantmen were loading cargo to the left, while one with no flag was offloading. The name Fang was painted on its bow. The sterns of the two being careened were clearly visible—their names were Thirteen Twists and Eagle. 

 “What does ‘Thirteen twists’ mean?” Arlo wondered aloud. 

 “That’s how many loops there are in a noose,” answered a passing hand. “They’re the ‘Hangmen’, think that’s funny.” He grinned at the shocked expressions. 

 Arno’s mother heard the answer and looked in time to catch the sailor’s smile. “How dare you say such a thing to children!” 

 “Don’t yell, lady. Boy asked a question, I answered.” He scowled down at her from the ratlines, and kept climbing. 

 “You there, get aloft! You don’t got time to bother wit’ the passengers!” That was the First Mate, standing next to the wheel and bawling almost continuous orders to those working the sails. With much swearing and cursing, the large ship was made fast to the centermost dock. From there a broad cobbled street led directly to the castle. 

 All of the major streets in town seemed to lead from some point at the docks up into town, while Dock Street itself paralleled the waterline almost all the way around the little bay. The passengers and their belongings were offloaded efficiently, directly into a horse cart provided by a couple of stevedores. Presently the captain made his way down the gangplank and gave quiet instructions to the stevedores. After paying them, he turned to his former passengers. 

 “If the business owners would accompany me, please. We’ll be going to see Captain Anford and see about finding you all homes and locations for your businesses.” He led the way up the street toward the castle, followed by Arno’s father, Sturo’s father and uncle, and the Pizis. Sako and Tara were left in the care of Mum Zindi. The trio of carpenters in the employ of the Alsis briefly debated visiting the nearest tavern while their boss was away, but decided it would be best to wait until they knew the town better before finding mugs. As the senior among them pointed out, it was a pirate town, and it might not be wise to enter a strange tavern until they’d made friends with some locals who could guide them to the safer establishments. 

 After only an hour Danno and the others returned and led the party a block along Dock Street, then up the hill along Rum Street. The street consisted primarily of warehouses and other buildings that were homes. But at the center of Rum Street and the end of Knife Street, there stood a ramshackle building of two stories with a stone façade. It bore the name: ‘The Mermaid’s Breast’. The women present glared at the predictably shaped sign and sniffed their disapproval. 

 “We’re not keeping the name,” said Safa Pizi in a tone that brooked no arguments. 

 “Of course not,” replied her husband and business partner. “I was thinking of ‘The Dalarian Arms’.” Danno smiled at his wife, but she pretended not to see. 

 “Much better,” was all she said. 

  The building had been abandoned for some time, and had not been treated well even when it had been occupied. For all that, the exterior walls and roof were solidly constructed, and the second floor proved sound. The Dalarian exiles cleared a space in the taproom and brought in their luggage with the help of the stevedores. When Danno attempted to pay them for their labor, they refused, stating they’d already been paid at the docks. Danno made a gift to them of the inn’s old sign, provided they remove it immediately. The dockworkers were pleased; they were sure they could trade it to the owner of the Dock Street Tavern for several free drinks. After they’d left, Danno called everyone together for a conference. 

 It was decided that the Alsis and the carpenters would stay in the old inn, helping refurbish the place in exchange for free meals and board. It would be a while before the dry docks and associated buildings were built to Arno’s specifications—he would be spending his days supervising that construction, which was to be subsidized by Captain Anford himself. The Zindis would be leaving as soon as Miko could find a suitable location for his shop, and he and Danno would trade favors later, when both were more able. 
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 Port Buxaca 
 

 The children found life in Port Buxaca little different from what they’d led in Dalaria. Mornings were spent working, evenings were for their lessons, and afternoons were free. They quickly made friends with other children, other émigrés, and first generation locals. 

 In the rapidly growing shipyards, Sturo made friends with Drac Copton, a sail maker’s son, while Arno befriended Ellor Dayne, whose father’s brokerage was next door to the chandlery. Sako met Thard Jinsen and Dason Nive at the Inn. 

 The whole gang was fooling around in the main room one day when Vord, the Clavvish shepherd who supplied the place with mutton, arrived with a child near their own age. 

 The child wore his long blond hair in a ponytail after the Clavvish fashion, but was too young for the long moustache his father wore. Danno greeted Vord warmly, and the two men walked into the parlor, leaving the younger Clav behind. Sako immediately stepped forward and asked if he were a boy or a girl. For answer, he received a punch in the face that knocked him on his backside. The other boys fell all over themselves in laughter. 

 “What do you think?” the stranger asked aggressively. 

 “If she is a girl,” said Dason, “she’s a savage!” 

  The other boys roared. 

 Angry and embarrassed, Sako slowly got to his feet. “If you’re a girl, I can’t hit you back, so I hope you’re a boy!” 

 “My name is Brog and I am a boy, so come on!” 

 “Brog the Savage!” called Sturo, and the others took up the chant. 

 Brog got angrier and started pushing, but there were too many and they were pushing back. Things were about to get out of hand when Vord and Danno arrived and put a stop to the ruckus. 

 When asked what it was about, Brog pointed his finger accusingly. “That one called me a girl, and that one called me savage. Then they all called me a savage.” 

 “That true, Sako?” inquired Danno with a look of disappointment. 

 “I merely asked. I couldn’t tell with the hair! If he’d been a girl I was going to call Tara.” 

 “I see. Do you think Vord’s hair girlish, then?” 

 “No sir.” 

 “Different lands, different customs, Sako.” 

 Vord looked on his son fondly. “You seem to have earned a name. Would you rather be ‘Brog the Girl’ or ‘Brog the Savage’?” 

 “Neither! Just Brog!” 

 “Keep the name, my son. It will frighten your enemies later in life. But these are not the enemy, are they?” 

 “No, Ta.” 

 “Come on Savage,” invited Sako with a smile. “Let’s go down to the docks.” 

 The gang quickly accepted their new friend, and took to meeting in a partially disused warehouse on Dock Street. 

  Eventually, they encountered another gang of young boys who had been driven out of their old playground near Crossbone Square by a group of older, larger boys. They agreed to join forces for mutual protection. 

  Though the city was almost crime-free, there were constant scuffles and fights among the rowdy children. The Crossbone Square boys were Sev and Dol Bando, light haired Jonos; Olik Pango, who was a fat Jono, and an Agresian called Chos Tavven. Their leader was a Chain Islander named Afnir Sanfora, who quickly assumed overall command of the enlarged group. 

 Where children in gentler towns rolled hoops and threw balls and played tag, those who grew up in Port Buxaca played Ambush or Swords. In Ambush, those in hiding were to pounce on “it” unless spotted first; in which case they joined forces with “it”. In Swords, they fought each other with sticks until one quit or was bloodied. Afnir was the best at Swords. 

 On occasion they defended ‘their’ warehouse against other gangs, and so earned the grudging respect of the other boys of the city, and Afnir proved himself a worthy leader. They dreamed of one day getting a ship and forming their own Crew, of seeing strange places and capturing rich prizes. 

 Years passed and the children grew and the older ones were beginning to be apprenticed off. Thard was the oldest, and was apprenticed to the surgeons, and Afnir went to sea on a Kimbulan runner, hoping to gain the skills necessary to one day have his own ship, with the Dock Street gang as his Crew. Tara Pizi blossomed into a lovely near-woman, with a beautiful smile. 

 She was a great favorite in the taproom and dining rooms of the Dalarian Arms, and she never had to deal with more than harmless flirtations, due in part to Danno’s watchful eye, and in part to the protection of Sako’s gang. He was the only member with a sister, and they all felt special about her. 
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 Sako’s Revenge 
 

 Olik Pango was an orphan who slept in ‘their’ warehouse and earned his bread by doing messenger and courier work. Returning home from a late job up at Hangmen’s mansion, he was surprised and delighted to find a naked woman laying in an inviting posture in an alley. Neither old enough nor able to afford the services provided at the various cathouses, he stepped in for a closer look. His boot splashed in liquid, but she didn’t move. He lit a firestick on the rough stone wall and gaped in horror. The woman, girl really, had a slit throat, and he was standing in a pool of blood. Blood and bruising on her thighs showed what else had happened. Her clothes were piled next to her and her hands were tied over her head. This sort of thing wasn’t supposed to happen in Port Buxaca! Who was she? He recognized Tara just as the firestick burned down to his fingers. He knew it was her fifteenth birthday and she was to have celebrated it with her girlfriends who lived on this side of town. Olik covered her as best he could, and gathered her up to carry her home. 

 Sako Pizi, now seventeen, was known for his friendly manner and easy smile. Relatively small but quick, he was also quite intelligent, able to calculate sums quickly and make proper change without effort. In the town on Swag Bay where the money of all nations was used indiscriminately, this was a necessary skill of any merchant. Sako had been pressed into duty behind the bar for the late crowd. The dinner rush was long over and only a few hardcore drinkers remained—those who preferred to do their drinking in the luxury and peace of the Arms. Sako was facing the door when Olik came in with Tara. Olik was already over 6 feet tall and had a voice to match his stature. He burst into the Dalarian Arms, shouting for the senior Pizis. He bulled on through the common room and into the Blue Parlor, with Sako at his heels. Only after his large friend had gently laid Tara on the nearest couch did Sako see what had been done. By the time his parents crashed into the room, Sako was already on his way through the taproom. Hung over the main fireplace was a pair of century-old Tayan infantry swords: thirty inches of straight, double-edged lethality. Sako took one and was out the door at a run. Olik briefly described how he’d found Tara before Danno sent him away. 

 “Go and find Sako, boy!” cried the stricken father. “We’ve lost one; don’t let us lose both!” Olik was out the front door almost before he was aware of it. 

 He knew he’d never catch Sako in a footrace; already the smaller boy was nowhere to be seen. Olik decided to round up the gang to aid in his search. Personally, he hoped Sako found the killer, and he hoped there was more than one…he was in the mood for a little vengeance himself. He quickly woke up Dason, Arno and Ellor, and briefed them on the situation. 

  After a quick discussion, Arno was sent to get Drac, Sturo and Thard while the others headed for the Dock Street Tavern, as the most likely place Sako would’ve sought answers. It was agreed that the seven of them would have to be enough to provide backup for Sako, as it would take too long to rouse everyone. Olik briefly wished Afnir were present to provide direction, but their leader wasn’t due back in port for months. 

 They asked at the Dock Street Tavern, and learned that Sako had appeared briefly but had left, going toward Crossbone Square. The Tradewinds gave the same news. From three separate taverns on the Square, Sako’s trail led uphill to the Sail on the Horizon Inn, where they finally caught up to their quarry. 
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 Sako left the Dalarian Arms without a plan, merely cold fury and a purpose. It was amazing that he could be so angry yet think so clearly. Someone has killed Tara! That alone was unthinkable; that she had been violated first was even more unbearable. His mind flinched away from what he’d seen. A tear ran down his cheek and he brushed it away angrily. No time for that. I’ll cry when this is done. 

 Had she lived in a city where crime was more prevalent, Tara would have known better than to walk alone that late at night, but this thought never occurred to Sako. After all, this was Port Buxaca. Whoever he was looking for was probably older than he was—he knew everyone his own age and none but Olik would have been abroad that late. Not that there was a curfew per se, but children up to apprentice age would be escorted home in short order had they encountered a Red and Black patrol. 

 Sako stepped into the raucous Dock Street Tavern and glanced around. Tara had smelled of rum and smoke…The Dock Street was the rowdiest, seediest establishment in Port Buxaca, the exact opposite of the Arms. Hands from all of the crews drank here and it was the most likely place for a brawl or duel challenge. No less than twelve Red and Blacks (men of the Sharks this month) stood around inside—drinking nothing and armed with short billet clubs. They were not to be argued with and ensured minimal property damage by stopping brawls quickly and forcing angry duelists to settle it outside. One man who wore the Red and Black armband noticed Sako, but an argument flared up at a nearby table, and he forgot the wild-eyed boy with the antique Tayan sword in the doorway. 

 Sako remembered a pair of obnoxious Hangmen, young and fresh from their first cruise, who had been in the Arms the night before, and headed west. The suspicion became a certainty in his mind, and he now had a pair of faces to search for. He found them with two other Hangmen in the Sail, a quiet place but not nearly as nice as the Arms. 

 The one with no front teeth spotted Sako and nudged his partner of the night before. “Look Kablo,” he sneered. “It’s tavern boy from ‘cross town.” Kablo, a short ugly fellow with fresh scratches on his face, bleared up at Sako. “Nice sword,” he remarked, pointing several inches to the right of the weapon that Sako had thrust through his belt. “Shouldn’t carry a sword, ‘less ya know how to use it.” 

 “Hey, that barmaid was tasty, wasn’t she?” taunted the first one. 

 “Yeah, she had a tight kitty!” said Kablo. 

 “She didn’t like Kablo, though,” said the third, with a chuckle. He wore a blue leather vest. 

 “She was my sister,” Sako quietly informed them as he drew the Tayan blade. 

 Conversation stopped as the sword rasped clear. One sailor near the door jumped up and tried to summon the patrol, only to bounce off Olik’s massive chest in the doorway. He tried to slip past but was brought up short by Dason, who held a pistol. 

 “Sit down.” Sako was not the only one who’d thought to arm. The barman was calling, “Outside! Take it outside!” but he stopped when he saw the pistol. 

 The Hangmen had stood and drawn their cutlasses; two were on the wrong side of the table, but none had guns. The fourth one spoke for the first time: “I wasn’t there for your sister, but I stand with my shipmates.” Sako gave the slightest nod of acknowledgement, and then lunged across the table at Kablo. 

 Sometimes the first strike is lucky, and it proved so in this case, for the last two inches of his sword went into Kablo’s throat like soft butter. No-Teeth recovered first, came in on Sako’s left and struck twice. Sako blocked both strokes but the force of the attack drove his hip into the next table, and he put his right hand down for balance. His fingers closed around a mug, and quick as thought he flung it into No-Teeth’s face. That one’s drunken attempt to duck sent him sprawling, and Sako turned to face the other two. I-Wasn’t-There approached cautiously from his right, but Blue-Vest jumped onto the table between them and struck straight down at Sako’s head. Sako caught most of it on his own blade, but blood was running down his forehead as he reached for the man’s ankle. Pulling with his right and stabbing with his left, he kicked a chair over into the path of I-Wasn’t-There, who stumbled over it. Blue-Vest was skewered, and hot blood poured down Sako’s arm. 

 He slung the body at I-Wasn’t-There and turned just in time to meet No-Teeth’s renewed attack. A quick flurry of blade work and No-Teeth went down with a broken skull. I-Wasn’t-There had finally disentangled himself from Blue-Vest, but Sako’s left-handed attack confused him and he was quickly impaled. 

 “I’m sorry about your sister,” he whispered. “I wasn’t there…” The light faded from his eyes and he slumped to the floor as he slid off the blade. Dazed and bleeding from several cuts, Sako stared at the bodies. This wasn’t like playing Swords at all. Blood was everywhere, and someone’s bowels had voided in death. Sako looked again at Kablo’s face, peaceful under the gore of a split skull. He dropped to one knee and vomited up what felt like every meal he’d ever eaten. 

 His friends were now there. Olik pulled his long hair away from his face as he vomited again. Dason pried the gory sword from his grip to clean it, and Drac held out a mug of beer so he could rinse his teeth. Ellor went to the barman with a handful of coins—Jono princes and a few Tayan regents. “For the damages,” he said. Arno stayed in the door and prevented anyone from leaving. 

 “They raped and killed his sister earlier tonight,” Sturo announced to the crowd. “What man among you wouldn’t have done the same?” 

 “Hope that’s true, for his sake,” said an older hand. “Otherwise, Hangmen be huntin’ him.” 

 “Get him outta here.” That was the barman. “Pango, I recognize you—run a message up to Hangman House, tell them they got bodies to pick up here. I won’t call the Red and Blacks, that’s your pay. The rest of you get that boy outta here. Go!” With that, conversation returned to the room. The boys caught snippets as they moved to obey. 

 “Did ya see how fast he was?” 

 “He in a Crew, yet? Hangmen don’t get him, every Crew on the island could use—” 

 “His first kills. I threw my lunch after my first kill.” 

 “’Cause you’re a lubber! He threw cause o’ that head blow he took!” 

 “Never seen a beardless boy take four.” 

 “Boy coulda cleared half a deck by himself!” 

 “Who is he?” 

 “Innkeeper’s son. Dalarian Arms.” 

 The boys hustled Sako home, always alert for the patrol. Thard ran to his own home for his master’s surgical bag. They brought Sako in through the back entrance, and met Danno. Sturo related the tale while Thard ministered to Sako’s wounds. Danno took his son’s face in his hands. 

 “You did the right thing, Sako, but you did it in the wrong way. We have to get you off the island. Captain Junarre is upstairs; he sails on the morning tide. I have to send you away if I’m going to keep you alive, you understand?” 

 “Yes, sir.” 

 Just after dawn four Kimbulan runners sailed from Port Buxaca, and one had a new apprentice navigator on board. If Danno’s son had to go to sea, he wouldn’t go as a mere hand. 

 The story of Sako’s revenge spread quickly. 
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 Aboard the Lady Of Bilitown

 

 It was cold, or at least as cold as it could be in a tropical sea near the equator just before dawn, and Afnir had the masthead watch. The navigator’s calculations said the Lady was thirty-five miles west of Swag Island at the beginning of his watch. The tip of the island should be visible when the sun rose. 

 Afnir Sanfora had grown to be a handsome man, with long, curly dark hair and dark brown eyes. He stood six feet tall and was solidly muscular at just under two hundred pounds. Women saw him as dashing and he knew it. 

 It had been a year since Sako had left Port Buxaca, and Afnir wondered which of his other friends had shipped out since. Afnir himself was done with the Lady once she’d offloaded. A fully qualified seaman, he felt he was ready to join a Crew for a few cruises to build up some money. All of his friends were supposed to be saving towards the purchase and outfitting of a ship. With a ship, they would petition The Captain to become their own Crew. But after two full years aboard the Lady and asking lots of questions, Afnir was beginning to understand just how much money would be required. He and his future Crew hadn’t saved very much. 

 Not only were they short of cash, they were also short of men. There were only thirteen of them. Brog, Arno, Sturo and Drac were employed by their own families—they wouldn’t be able to contribute much to the venture. Thard’s apprenticeship contributed much to his knowledge but little to his purse. Ellor made more, but only those who joined other Crews would have any significant silver. Even then, the shares of common hands wouldn’t equal a fortune. Perhaps they could take a loan for the ship…


 Afnir stopped daydreaming and slowly searched in all directions. Not a sail in sight but there, on the horizon, was the tell-tale hump of an island. He called the sighting down to the deck just as the ship’s bell rang. Two hours left on his watch, and then they’d make port. 

 Afnir wondered which Crew would take him. He had no doubt he’d be accepted; he was a seasoned hand, skilled at all shipboard tasks and not inconsiderable with a cutlass. 

 When the unloading was finished, Afnir joined the queue before the captain’s door. The Lady would be in port for a week, and all hands were entitled to draw as much of their pay as was needed to enjoy their shore leave. Forecastle rumor said that two sailors were being discharged for unsatisfactory performance, and four more would cash out and move on to other berths. 

 The young ‘tar’ ran the figures through one more time. Two full years at three pages per month (the Lady operated on Tayan coin) made seventy-two pages. He had already drawn eighteen pages, seven pennies, so his cash-out would be fifty-three pages, three pennies. He would take some of his pay in regents to leave with his parents—his father had left the sea due to the lung sickness. 

 Finally, it was Afnir’s turn in the captain’s cabin. Inside he found the captain and the accounter behind the table, while the mate sat alone by the stern windows. All three were smoking pipes, which made Afnir’s nose twitch. He didn’t care for tobacco. 

 “Young Ster Sanfora,” the captain said. “How much will you be needin’ for the week?” 

 “Actually, sir, with all due respect and no complaints against the Lady of Bilitown or her officers, I’d like to cash out.” 

 The mate’s mouth tightened, but he said nothing. 

 “Why?” asked the captain, more curious than angry. 

 “I’d like to try my luck with one of the Crews, sir.” 

 “Hmm. I guess there’s no persuadin’ you to stay with us, then.” He glanced at his Mate. “You’re wantin’ to say somethin’.” 

 “Not really. Just—he’s a fine sailor and I’m damned sorry to lose him.” 

 “I’m agreein’,” said the captain. “I’ll write up a letter for you sayin’ you’re qualified and reliable, and you’ve also earned a bonus of a page and a half.” 

 “Bonus?” 

 “If you were knowin’ of it, you’d’ve expected it, then it wouldn’t be a bonus.” He put his pipe back in his mouth. “If you’re not findin’ what you’re lookin’ for with a Crew, or you get tired of it, you’ll always have a berth on the Lady, perhaps as a boatswain someday.” 

 “Thank you, captain! I will always remember your offer.” 

 “You are owed five crowns, four pages and eight pennies,” said the accounter. “How would you like it?” 

 Afnir collected his pay and packed his gear. He returned to the captain’s cabin for his letter, and was walking up Prize Boulevard within the hour. He had written his parents from Ressatta that he was inbound, and so had dinner with them that evening. 

 His father looked worse than he remembered, and the fare was simpler than he’d expected. The young man noticed that a few of his mother’s vases and small sculptures were gone. The gold his father had saved over the years must be running low. He helped his mother clean up, promised he wouldn’t stay out late, and left for the Dalarian Arms. Before he went, he tucked two Tayan crowns in the jar on his mother’s vanity table. 

 First, he was going to talk to Ster Pizi to find out what his friends were doing and which Crews were in town. Tomorrow he’d see about signing on a Society ship after he deposited what he could in the account Ellor had opened at Sigto and Anford, the island’s only bank. 
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 The Port Buxaca Shipyard 
 

 Drac Copton finished helping furl the fore topsail just as Miko Alsi stepped out of his office and blew his whistle. That signaled the end of another day’s work in the yard. The senior sail maker smiled at his charges standing along the spar. 

 “Okay lads, that’ll do. Good work.” Drac joined the others as they climbed down the shrouds and headed for Dock Street. Once on the boards, he walked over to wait by the Cloud for Sturo. 

 Drac stood six foot three and was a little heavier than Afnir. He had gray eyes and wore his brown hair short, like most Dalarians did, even though he was Tayan. His sideburns were long and his nose had been broken once in a particularly vicious bout of the ‘Swords’ game they’d all played as boys. 

 As he waited, Drac looked over the Cloud with a critical eye and found little to dislike. The rigging looked good, as did the suit of sails. A good-sized sloop of fourteen guns, she needed nothing but paint and polish. 

  Sturo and two other carpenters finally appeared at the gangplank, shaking sawdust from their hair and pulling on their shirts. 

 “She’d be perfect for us,” said Drac by way of greeting. 

 “There’ll be another when we’re ready,” said Sturo. The carpenter was of a size with Afnir, with medium length black hair tied off at the neck and hazel eyes. He brushed sawdust from his short moustache. 

 “What’s wrong with her?” Drac asked. They started off for the Arms for dinner. 

 “Captain’s door was kicked in when she was taken. I had to reframe it.” 

 “She for resale?” 

 “Bloody Fists are keeping her, she’ll be renamed the Stinger.” The Bloody Fists were a Red Flag Crew; their flag featured the front view of a fist. “They’re forming a second Crew of about thirty-five.” 

 “Who’s the captain going to be?” 

 “Arballe.” 

 “The boatswain? He’s only a few years older than we are!” 

 “He’s very popular, though. They say he has an eye for the wind. Captain Colbridge let him lead the chase that took that very ship.” 

 “No stut! That’s confidence. They get a good haul?” 

 “Sixty sheep and thirty wheels of cheese.” They laughed the rest of the way up Rum Street. 

 “It’s a start for a new Crew,” said Sturo. “They voted to give the entire haul to Arballe’s people as their first haul. The other Bloody Fists didn’t take a copper.” 

 “How do you know all this?” 

 “I was talking to Captain Dalk Arballe as I worked on his door,” said Sturo. “He was very particular, but he left me alone once he realized I knew what I was about. He wanted to talk about everything but his doorframe after that. 

 “Brog came down and bought the sheep, and I hear that ten wheels of the cheese are bound for Hanarre on the Flatfish.” 

 “Dason’s in port?” Drac smiled. “Hope he’s got time to come by the Arms.” 

 “So do I.” 

 As it turned out, the Flatfish sailed on the midnight tide. Ster Pizi gave them the news that the Bando brothers had signed on to the Kimbulan Dalarville Spring, which sailed for Gateway in three days. Ellor was on the Albatross, somewhere in the Chains at last report, and Afnir had joined the Facepainters on the Pelican; that was a Black Flag Crew. They painted their faces in fearsome masks prior to battle. Their banner, crossed sword and axe, was the most dreaded in the Buxacan Sea except for the Hangmen’s noose and Spiderhead’s black widow. Sako had written from Ariton. He had been allowed to plot the Port Sipa to Ariton leg of the voyage and would call at Gateway, Ingo East, Braden and Colada before sailing home. It would be four months, and on the last leg he would be performing all the tasks of a full navigator. 

 The next day, as always, Sturo and Drac arrived at the shipyard just after dawn. Sturo loved working with wood, but he was beginning to feel that it would be forever before they were able to form their own Crew. Drac had even less patience. 

 During his off time, Drac had fashioned a unique Black Flag. Everyone who’d seen it had highly approved. There were a pair of evil looking eyes, suggested by white outline rather than fully present, with red irises. White eyebrows were curved toward the center in a glare, and a blood-dripping cutlass crossed beneath. Like the eyes, the sword was black and merely suggested by white outline, but the blood was red. Drac’s idea was to give the impression that, “We’ll take what we see by steel.” But Dason said it looked like a face with a sword for a smile. 

 “We’ll call it the Bloody Smile, and ourselves the Smilers,” he said. They had a name for the Crew and they had a flag, but they lacked everything else necessary. 
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 Zindi And Son’s Chandlery,
 Port Buxaca 
 

 Arno Zindi turned to his father as the last customer of the day left. He was shorter and slighter than Drac, with blue eyes and short black hair. He wore a short goatee connected to his moustache after the Dalarian fashion. 

 “Go ahead and close the door, son.” The elder Zindi sat down behind the counter and opened the cash drawer. As he stacked coins in preparation for totaling the day’s sales, he had instructions for Arno. “I’ll need you to deliver the Eagle’s order when you leave here tonight. Before that, dust off the binnacles and sweep the floor. Tomorrow after breakfast, I’ll need you to order twenty barrels of lamp oil and order a dozen more Kimbulan flags from the sailmakers.” His father’s expression turned hard, but his tone remained the same. “Your mother would like to see your face at the dinner table this evening, so you may not go to the Treasure Chest until after that. And you will not stay there until dawn again. In fact, if you are there past midnight, you will not go again so long as you live in my house. Do you hear me?” 

 “Yessir.” Arno grabbed a rag and began dusting. Well, at least Father hadn’t forbidden me the Treasure Chest entirely. He’d been spending every evening there and last night he hadn’t gone home at all, but he’d shown up for work on time. Until now, his father hadn’t said a word about it and Arno had spent the day in dread. 

 For the past few months, Arno had taken his tiny salary of one Agresian copper per week and gambled with it at the Treasure Chest. He was very lucky. Arno was good at two dice games and five card games but his favorite was roulette. Last night he’d been up eighteen Agresian crowns before his streak ended. He still left the table with fifteen more crowns than he’d arrived with. Since he’d started, he was ahead a hundred and five crowns, or thirty-five Tayan crowns. Most of the money had been deposited in Ellor’s account, but some had gone to fine food, new clothes and an occasional visit to Cathouse Row. He also had a deposit on a handsome pocket watch and a fine china tea set—gifts for the New Year for his parents, which he could never afford on his salary. 

 After dinner, Arno hurried over to the Treasure Chest. He was immediately recognized as a favored customer upon entering, and was given a free glass of wine. He looked for Olik, but didn’t see his massive friend. Olik worked for the Chest but was rarely seen inside. Arno settled in at a high-stakes table, spread out his silver, and took a card. 

 Three hours later he’d won an Agresian crown and a half and stepped outside. He was pleasantly surprised to run into Thard. 

 “Your luck broke early tonight,” the surgeon said. 

 “No…I was in there all night last night and my da said if it happened again he’d throw me out.” 

 “Ooh. You think he meant it?” 

 “He’s never threatened it before, so yeah I do.” 

 “How late can you stay out, then?” 

 “Midnight.” 

  Thard consulted his pocket watch. 

 “Great!” he said. “You’ve got an hour and a half. I was on my way to Trisa’s. Wanna come?” 

 “I don’t know. The girls in there aren’t that pretty.” 

 “Maybe not, but they’re cheap.” 

 “Alright, then.” They walked uphill to Cathouse Row. 

 The street was busy as usual. The Eagle was in port, as was the Dragon, and it seemed that the entire Crew of each ship wanted female company. There were plenty of Kimbulans around as well. Some of the houses had scantily clad women leaning from their windows; other women stood in front of their houses. Trisa’s was a small but clean place, with only a few girls. The boys paid the fee and each chose a girl and went their separate ways. 

 They met back on the street when they were done. Thard wanted to go for a drink, but Arno had to get home. He shook his friend’s hand and left the Row. 

 Just before he went to bed, Arno checked the deposit receipt again. Of the Smilers who hadn’t gone to sea, he’d contributed the most to Ellor’s account. Even so, it still wasn’t enough to purchase a leaky fishing skiff. He fervently hoped that Afnir and the others who’d joined the Crews came home with a lot of money. But when they could afford a sloop, where would the coin to outfit her come from? They might have to take a loan and cargo and behave as a merchant runner for a while. 

 The more he thought of it, the more he liked his idea. Some of the Smilers had never been to sea, and there was no helping that the ship would be very small, but it would take some serious money to equip her properly. A tight, well-equipped sloop, a few small hauls, and they could recruit enough hands to take on bigger prizes. Take over a bigger ship as their own and soon they’d be a presence on the Buxacan Sea. Once they reached that status, they’d want for nothing. Arno went to sleep dreaming of the day that would come. 
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 Aboard the Flatfish

 

 Dason didn’t have time to watch as the lights of Port Buxaca were swallowed within yards of the inlet, nor to watch as the island faded into the distance. First he’d been called aloft to help set all plain sail, then below to restow cargo that had shifted with the first swells of the open sea. The mate and the navigator belabored the ears of the hapless boatswain; cargo stowage was his responsibility. The boatswain had been hired in Dalarville—this was his first cruise. 

 Dason had questioned the boatswain on his load plan and had been belted across his teeth for showing the temerity to question an officer. Schooling his face to blankness, Dason listened with satisfaction as the senior officers took turns chewing on the boatswain. His enjoyment didn’t slow his hands and feet, however. The poorly stowed section contained quarter barrels of brandy. Though the swell was mild, the chance of breaking a bone was high and extreme care was needed. 

 The barrels were restacked on end and tied off in groups of four, then braced in with extra bunting. Sheetwood was laid atop the barrels and a second layer was started. They made three rows before they were done. Immediately after they were sent aloft to alter sail to better catch the easterlies. 

 The watch bell sounded just as Dason and his mates started up the rigging, but they really weren’t off-watch until they’d completed their current tasks. The on-watch swarmed up the rigging as well, halving the time needed. Dason went below when he was released, unrolled and strung his hammock, and collapsed into it. He was so exhausted that he didn’t even have time to regret missing the chance to see his parents, little brother and friends before he fell asleep. 
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 The new boatswain of the Flatfish was proving to be a tyrant, with special attention for the youngest hand aboard other than the cabin boy, namely Dason Nive. The boy was a little less than six feet tall and of average build. He wore his curly brown hair short and shaved his face clean. His brown eyes always looked like they were amused by what they saw. He was well liked by everyone aboard the Flatfish…except the boatswain. What seemed to bother the officer the most was Dason’s attitude. The young salt did whatever he was told, whenever he was told, and never grumbled. Worse, he even smiled at every order and there was no trace of sarcasm in his “yeah yeah, sirs.” 

 By contrast, the oldest hands were downright surly, questioning every pronouncement, and were obstinately slow in obeying the boatswain, though they were normally respectful and acquiescent for the other officers. 

 On the third day out from Port Buxaca, one of the senior hands got smacked in the ribs with the end of a rope for an insubordinate look. Work slowed as sailors watched the confrontation. 

 “Laddie, if you’re wanting to do that ever again, you’ll eat that rope and that’s a fact,” the crewman said. The boatswain hesitated, but didn’t strike again. 

 Flatfish  arrived in Hanarre a few weeks later, downloaded and set her crew free until sundown the next day, except for a harbor-watch. Dason was amongst those who drew the first watch, which was for eight hours rather than four. Thus he was on deck and saw the oldest hands leave with the mate and navigator. He wondered what that signified—the officers usually kept to themselves. 

 Two mornings later, the crew learned that Captain Blue had bought nothing but spice for the long passage to Ariton. Cinnamon, nutmeg, cloves and pepper would make the journey in small, leather-bound teak boxes. They would stack easily. As wagon after wagon rolled down the dock, sailors and stevedores prepared for loading. The mate made a show of looking around for someone. 

 “Where is that boy?” His eyes lit on Dason. “You, Nive! You’re in charge of loading this entire payload. You!” He pointed at the boatswain. “Lend a hand with the forward gantry!” 

 Both men stared at him in shock. The captain watched silently from the helmdeck. 

 “Move, boys!” said the mate. “I want to be ready to sail by the next tide.” The oldest hand tipped Dason a wink. “First box to go fore or aft, Ster Nive?” 

 The young man recovered and began to give orders. When all was finished, Captain Blue inspected the hold while the navigator had himself rowed around in a small boat to check the trim. When the inspections were complete, the mate gave the order to cast off and prepare for tow-away from the dock. 

 The boatswain was called to the captain’s cabin. Before the ship had moved more than a few feet, the boatswain reappeared on deck with his sea bag and jumped across to the receding dock. 

 Shortly after that, Dason was called aft as well. In the cabin he found Bowditch, who was the oldest hand aboard. All of the officers were also present but the mate. 

 “If the greenest man aboard could load my ship better than he could, then he’s not fit to be my boatswain,” said Blue. “Sometimes, one finds a young man of extraordinary talent. It would not be inappropriate to promote this young man to a position of authority.” He looked Dason in the eye. “Are you that young man, Ster Nive?” 

  Dason didn’t hesitate. “I don’t believe so, sir. This cargo was almost the easiest to load there can be. Furthermore, I don’t believe I have the experience to command as an officer of the watch. I can set a sail as well as any man, sir. But I couldn’t decide how to set them all for maximum efficiency. In my opinion, you would be trading a boatswain who could sail but not stow for one who could stow but not sail.” 

 “A man who knows his limitations.” The captain smiled. “That’s a quality I’d prefer in an officer. If not you, then who should be the new boatswain?” 

 “If I may be so bold, sir,” said Dason. “You already know, else Ster Bowditch would be on deck.” 

 The older men laughed. 

 “Smart, too!” said Bowditch. “Cap’n, I’d foller his orders and show him how to set sail too, if’n you want.” 

 Blue looked at the navigator. “Ster Sine?” 

 That worthy lit his pipe before answering. “Last night, we had one incompetent boatswain. This morning we have two excellent possible replacements. On the one hand we have an experienced sailor who’s been aboard longer than I have. On the other we’ve a bright young lad with a great deal of potential who has the respect of the entire crew. I’m glad it’s not my decision.” 

 “As captain, the decisions that affect this ship are ultimately mine, but a man’s path is his own.” Blue lit his own pipe before he continued. “Now I’d like to know what you two want.” 

 Dason wanted to speak first, but looked at Bowditch for guidance. 

 “G’head son. Say your piece to the Cap’n.” 

 “Sir, I’d be honored, but I think you should choose Ster Bowditch instead. You are aware of which port I come from, and what other ships berth there. Some friends of mine and I would like to give that a go in a year or two. He should be the boatswain. He’s earned it; I haven’t.” 

 “Well, young man, what you have earned is a promotion to full hand, and you’re welcome to stay aboard as long as you see fit. I was willing to offer more, but I’ll not stay you from the course you’ve set. Ster Bowditch, assemble the current watch so I can address them. Nive, you’re released back to your duties.” 
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 Aboard the Dalarville Spring

 

 Dol Bando sat in the sun holystoning the foredeck of the Dalarville Spring. This was his punishment for not moving fast enough when the boatswain had ordered him aloft the day before. He wasn’t bitter about it—most of the crew agreed with the boatswain. Dol knew he’d get faster with practice. Sev thought they should be given more slack for being new to it all, but had said so only to Dol. Neither boy had any desire to attract negative attention by complaining. Dol wondered why they had to learn so much so quickly. Surely we could master one task at a time. His brother pointed out that it was not their place to question the methods of those who taught them. Dol reluctantly agreed. 

 The boys were identical twins of average height and build. Both had the light brown hair and dark eyes of Jonos. They’d inherited a weak chin from their father. Dol had recently started to grow his moustache—he was tired of being mistaken for his brother. Not that their first names were important to the officers or crew of the Spring. 

 “You missed a spot, Bando,” one of the veteran hands said without malice as he passed. 

 “Where?” 

 “By the ladder.” The older man smiled. “Don’t feel too bad; your brother will be doing the helmdeck next watch.” 

 Dol just sighed. 

 Being at sea was more work than he and Sev had imagined, and a whole lot less pleasant. But they were earning their way. By the end of the voyage they’d be competent seamen. But so far the greatest hardship was not having Sev around to talk to. They were on oppos-ite watches and rarely awake at the same time. 

 “Go under here, through this and around here,” the salty old man said. “Now you try.” He untied the knot and handed the rope to Sev, who quickly duplicated the action. “Almost.” His teacher pulled the knot gently and it came undone. 

 “Watch again,” he said patiently. “Under here, through this and around here. See how I tucked it when I went around? Try and pull that loose.” Sev tried without success. “That knot’s what’s holding all the weight of that.” The teacher gestured toward the mainsail. “Tie every knot like it has to do the whole job by itself. It may have to.” He handed the dowel and line back to Sev, who tied the knot properly. 

 “Good. Now show me that first one again.” 

 “The bowline?” Sev couldn’t remember the name of the first knot. The older man scowled. 

 “Was that the first one? No it wasn’t. Tie the first one I showed you and I’ll tell you if it’s right, then you’ll tell me its name.” Sev tied the simple knot and the name came to him. 

 “That’s a hitch,” he said. 

 “Which one?” the teacher prodded. 

 “A clove hitch,” said Sev. 

 The older hand smiled. “You’re learning, boy!” The teacher clapped Sev on the shoulder. 

 “Bando!” It was the man at the masthead. “Can you relieve me for a spell? I have to go to the heads.” 

 “Yeah, yeah!” Sev grimly climbed up the shrouds. He was still nervous going aloft, but had learned that if he concentrated on the job at hand it wasn’t so bad. One hand for the ship and one hand for yourself, he reminded himself. Soon he was at the highest point on the ship. The other tar immediately started down. 

 “Thanks,” he said. “I won’t be long.” 

 “That’s what you said last time.” Last time he’d relieved this guy, he’d been gone for an entire glass. 

 “I had to stut last time. This time I just have to hang my stap in the breeze.” 

 “Don’t hold it too tight,” Sev teased. 

 “Ha. Just for that, maybe I will,” his watchmate said. Then he was gone, but he climbed back up in a reasonable amount of time. 

 “And I didn’t hold it too tight.” 

 “If you had, and you’re back this soon,” Sev told him, “you’d be a major disappointment to the girls.” 

 The other hand thought that was pretty funny. 

 Sev began the climb back to the deck, which was scarier for him than the climb up. Dol thought it was harder going up, though. 

 Three days later, the Bandos discovered why they had to learn everything immediately. The storm they fought was called a white squall, and had appeared out of a clear blue sky with little warning. Hesitation or lack of knowledge could cost the Dalarville Spring a sail, a mast, or a man. Big mistakes could destroy the whole ship. 

 Sev and Dol did well during that storm, showing alacrity and the beginnings of some skill. They didn’t realize for some time that their punishments became fewer and farther between as a direct result of their performance that day. They thought they were becoming sailors, but in the eyes of their shipmates they already were. They only needed some trimming and shoring. 
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 Crossbone Square,
 Port Buxaca 
 

 At midnight, half of the enforcers from the Treasure Chest started their hunt. Each man wore a blue vest and was armed with a short, weighted baton. They worked in two man teams, seeking men who owed on gambling debts. 

 The Treasure Chest was the only tavern in Port Buxaca where gambling was permitted. Little drink and even less food was sold there than in any other inn or tavern on the island. The house even offered credit to a limit of three hundred Tayan crowns. The interest rate was reasonable—only five percent a year. But even on those terms, some men couldn’t win. The establishment was owned by Tergil Anford, the brother of, and accounter to, The Captain, so the Red and Black patrols never interfered with the men in the blue vests as they went about their duties. 

 On this night there were four welchers in port. One was a Bloody Fist who owed twenty-five Tayan crowns. The Dragon had come in that morning with a moderate haul, yet the crewman had not yet made an appearance at the Treasure Chest. He was known to be alive and uninjured, but his health would be in question soon if he couldn’t give the enforcers at least five crowns. The other welchers were from Kimbulan ships, owing various amounts ranging from fifteen to two hundred crowns. 

 The enforcers separated into their teams, except for one. That one was the most feared, though he didn’t even carry the billet allowed by the rules. At seven foot one and three hundred-twenty pounds, Olik Pango didn’t need the weapon. He was being sent after the ‘big fish’, the man who owed two hundred. When the debt got this high, the ultimate penalty was permitted at the discretion of the enforcer. 

 An informant had seen his man at the Tradewinds Tavern. Olik didn’t bother to hide or skulk; he stood in plain view directly across the street and waited. Eventually his mark stumbled out—a weasely, shifty-eyed sort. He looked first right, then left as if unsure where to go. Then he spotted the blue vest and gleeped in alarm at the sheer size of the man wearing it. He knew what that vest meant, and bolted. Or tried to, at least. Olik, despite his size, could move very, very quickly. He picked up the gambler by his neck, eliciting a shriek and piteous cries for help. A passing pair of Red and Blacks noticed. 

 “Stut! Take him down an alley or somethin’, will ya?” 

 The welcher wet himself as he was dragged kicking and screaming between two buildings. The severe beating that followed produced only a few Jono quarter-princesses. The strip search that culminated in a broken leg brought forth three Agresian coals, the least valuable coin of any nation in the South. Olik told him that he’d have at least a hundred Tayan crowns by the end of the month or he’d surely go swimming with a cannon ball. 

 Olik wiped the blood from his hands on the sailor’s shirt and left him where he lay. He didn’t really expect that the welcher would manage to borrow or steal that much money. He certainly wasn’t going to earn it—he couldn’t go to sea in his condition. But it wasn’t Olik’s problem. He’d still get his ten Tayan crowns for this night’s work. It might be a few days or a few months before he saw such a payday again. 

 As was his custom after a messy collection attempt, Olik took a stroll along Dock Street. The breeze ruffled his curly red hair as his green eyes sought the names of the ships tied at the docks. He liked to listen to the sailors talk of the exotic places they’d been. He wanted to see those places too, someday. But there weren’t very many sailors around at this hour. The last one he’d seen probably didn’t want to talk about where he’d been, either. Olik didn’t hate his job, but he didn’t love it either. It just was. Sometimes he wondered if it was all there ever would be for him. At the far end of the street was the shipyard. Drac Copton sat on the dock, letting his feet trail in the water. 

 “Are the fish biting?” Olik rumbled at his friend. 

 “Not at my toes they’re not,” the sailmaker answered, with a smile. 

 “You need better bait. A hook and line might be helpful as well.” 

 “I’m not sure I want to run a hook through my toe to catch a fish. That might hurt.” 

 “You have to make sacrifices to catch fish,” Olik said. “What brings you out so early?” 

 “My feet were a little sore from yesterday. I woke up early and thought a soak might help. You?” 

 “It’s late for me. I was working.” He knew he looked tired, and Drac would be observant enough to guess there was more to it. 

 “Don’t worry, Olik,” Drac reassured his large friend. “It won’t be forever. I hear Afnir wants to do it by the end of the year.” The sun broke the horizon, and other shipyard craftsmen were beginning to arrive. 

 “Time for me to go to work now,” Drac said. “Go eat something. That always makes you feel better.” He smiled. “At least until you have to pay for three times the breakfast an ordinary man eats.” 

 Olik finally smiled back. “Well, it wouldn’t have cost me as much this morning if you’d caught me a fish.” 

 “Stick your toes in and catch your own fish!” 

 “See you later, Drac.” 

 “Bye.” 
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 Portcall, Ingo East 
 

 The Albatross, moored in the roads of Ingo East, was being offloaded by lighters. Three factors’ agents were closeted long with the captain and Ellor Dayne, his young accounter. The captain negotiated the best prices for his varied cargo, and Ellor was there to track the money. 

 Every so often, orders would come from the cabin directing what was to be put on which agent’s boat. Eventually the captain politely escorted the agents out, while Ellor totted up their profit. 

 Ellor Dayne was only of medium height, but he was powerfully built in spite of his sedentary occupation. He was clean-shaven and wore his light brown hair cut to a medium length, tied off at the back of his neck to keep it out of his eyes. Though a young man, he was beginning to develop a squint from reading in bad light. 

 “Well sir, we’ve turned a tidy profit this leg,” Ellor said when the captain returned. He passed over the ledger, careful of the wet ink. “You almost doubled the money for the corn.” The captain spent a few moments looking at the neatly written figures. 

 “Excellent! I’m thinking tobacco will do well in Dalaria or Gateway. You can have the rest of the day and until sunrise if you’d like to stretch your legs ashore.” 

 “Thank you, sir.” Ellor stowed the ledger in the captain’s desk and left the cabin. 

 On deck, Ellor found the sailors granted the first shift of shore leave in a rowdy crowd bunched at the port gangway, jostling to get aboard the ship’s boats. He worked his way through the group until he found his friends. The boatswain, cook, navigator and carpenter all smiled to see him. 

 “Did we do well?” the cook asked. 

 “Captain’s happy.” Everyone was glad to hear that. They clambered down the cargo net into the jolly boat. Ellor stared ahead eagerly as they left the Albatross. 

 “First time in Jonos, lad?” The cook was the oldest of the bunch and called everyone ‘lad’. “You’re in for a treat!” 

 The others snickered. Ellor frowned, wondering what the joke was, but soon forgot as the boat approached a quay crowded with ships. 

 Ingo East was situated on a steeply mountainous island just off Ingo West at the eastern end of the main Jono Island, which was clearly visible. Its streets were well cobbled and the buildings were tall, narrow and brightly painted. A few roofs were thatched, but most were of blue or red tile. The trim and windowsills were elaborately carved and painted in contrast to the walls. 

 Most of the buildings in Port Buxaca were built in Tayan or Agresian style of brick, stone or with a stucco façade. But in Queen Bontina’s realm, or at least in Ingo East, wood was preferred. Ellor liked this more. Then he realized that the cook was not referring to the architecture when he’d said Ellor was in for a treat. 

 “By the Lady! They’re naked!” 

 The junior officers of the runner burst into laughter. “Don’t point, lad.” 

 “I didn’t point!” 

 “You were about to.” 

 One and all, the men wore short vests with neither jacket nor shirt, but it wasn’t the men who’d startled Ellor. The women were neither more nor less beautiful than those he’d seen in other ports, but they certainly wore less clothing in public. All of the ladies Ellor could see wore nothing above the waist save a halter. They varied in cut, material and color, and some exposed more than others. 

 One woman viewed from behind appeared to have the smallest of coverings—her entire back was bare except for a string tied in a simple bow. When she turned, however, she was covered in a dark brown material from her throat to just beneath her breasts. Another girl, this one much younger, was concealed in red from behind, but the front featured a wide, deep vee-cut. 

 As for skirts, whether snug, loose, pleated or frilled, none started very far above the hip nor ended below the knee. Their legs and feet were also bare except for sandals, some of which had elaborate lacing. Ellor slowly became aware of his friends’ snickering and realized he was gawking like a teenaged boy on his first trip to Cathouse Row. 

 He flushed and fastened his eyes on the cobblestones in front of him. The walk uphill was becoming strenuous. “Where are we headed?” he asked. 

 “Just a few blocks, Ellor. Cookie and me, we found a nice place last time called the Banana Bunch owned by a lovely woman named Zela.” 

 “Cathouse?” 

 “No!” the men answered in unison. “Never, ever refer to that kind of establishment when in Jonos,” said the boatswain. “There are none.” 

 “Remember that this is a matriarchal society, lad,” said the cook. “Here the women have absolute say in matters between men and women. Many of them are available and virginity isn’t a prized commodity here, but she chooses you, not the other way like on the continent.” 

 The street had leveled off and they now faced a yellow building with white trim. Above the door, a sign shaped like a bunch of bananas swung gently on its chains. They entered, and were greeted and seated by Zela herself. She was indeed a lovely woman, though well into her middle years. The interior was sunny, clean and smelled of good food cooked well. 

 Not particularly hungry, Ellor tried the onion soup on Zela’s recommendation, and proceeded to consume four bowls. The broth was dark brown and had a chunk of crustless bread submerged in its depths. The top of the bowl was covered in a thick skin of melted cheese. 

 “Family recipe,” Zela said with a bright smile. “Passed from my grandfather to my father to my husband. I’ll tell him how much you enjoyed it.” Like most Jono women, Zela did little if any of the cooking. 

 As they ate and drank Zela’s fine beer, the navigator continued Ellor’s education in Jono customs. 

 Any girl wearing a full dress or blouse was not yet of age. A ribbon in her hair that was not matched to her hair color meant she’d chosen a man and was betrothed. 

 “But that doesn’t mean she’s not available,” the carpenter added. “If she’s interested in you, she’ll let you know.” 

 “Be careful there, lad. You might find yourself challenged by her man—and love duels are to the death,” said the cook. 

 “Cookie’s right,” said the navigator. “Unless you’re lucky enough to be invited to a Bride to Be party; then he can’t touch you.” 

 He went on to explain the rings. A pair of simple silver rings on the same finger of each hand indicated a married woman who was not to be trifled with, and a single ring on a necklace meant a widow. On the continent, a married woman wore a gold ring on her left hand, Ellor knew, and gold on the right hand was common in the Chains, but he’d never heard of two rings before. 

 “If you are approached,” he finished, “take things no further than she wishes. It’s tough stut for you if she leaves you unspent. Forcing the issue will cost you your manly parts. And here, you’re guilty on her word alone until proven innocent!” 

 “I’ll tell you the secret to getting under the skirt lad,” Cookie said with a conspiratorial wink. “They like confidence but not arrogance. Each and every one of them wants you to notice her curves, but she wants you to admire them at a distance—look her in the eye when you’re face to face. Respect is the key!” 

 This wasn’t really news to Ellor; he had three aunts and ten female cousins. He’d learned young to mind his manners around the ladies—he always behaved as a gentleman. Even discounting those women he’d known on Cathouse Row, he’d still probably gotten under more skirts than all of his companions combined. 

 Regardless of his previous success, Ellor received no more than a smile from any of the Jono women they saw that evening and he slept alone that night. By the time the Albatross sailed, the only conquest he’d made was of a copy of the soup recipe for his mother. 
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 Vord’s Ranch,
 Swag Island 
 

 The sun was just rising when Brog opened the gate of the sheep pen. His two dogs, Bull and Bear, started barking at the other side to drive the sheep out. Those closest to the open gate immediately turned uphill toward the meadow and away from the dogs. 

 As usual, several sheep tried to circle Brog to take the easier route downhill and, as usual, Brog had to physically steer them in the proper direction. The flock was healthy and growing. Even so, Brog checked each one by sight and touch as his father had taught him. It would be time for shearing in another week. Vord would come out later in the day to mark off those to be sold to the butcher this week. 

 For now, his father worked in the garden, half of which was for their own consumption. The rest went to their produce stall in the square in front of Castle Heights. Every week father and son alternated for the shepherding chores and Brog’s mother spent a few hours every morning at the stall. 

 It was a good life; there were no Takers here and the table was never bare, though there was little coin in their modest little cottage. Theirs was the only house that was not in the town proper, except for the fishing village at the mouth of the bay. 

 Once the sheep were grazing happily, the dogs settled down on opposite sides of the flock for a nap. Brog could have taken a nap as well, as there were no poachers here, nor were there any predators large enough to threaten the sheep. The dogs did an excellent job of keeping the flock from straying downhill. Brog wasn’t interested in sleep; he had three hours at least to devote to one of his favorite activities. 

 On Brog’s tenth birthday, Vord had presented him with a length of yew to be fashioned into a bow. Yews didn’t grow here and Brog had protested the expense of importing the wood. 

 “Traditions have no cost,” his father told him. Their tribe counted its wealth in sheep. The Clavs didn’t really have a use for horses, preferring oxen for plowing. For weapons they used long spears and longbows. 

  The Takers however, counted their wealth in horses and slaves. They used shortswords and nets, and attacked unwary Clavvish families and clans. That was how they’d been taken and sold to the Tayans, later to be freed by a Knifehand raid. 

 The tradition was that a boy and his father would select a yew sapling when the boy reached ten. Together they would make a bow to fit the boy when he became a man. When Brog’s bow was finished, it towered over the boy. It was believed that a boy would grow to be as tall as his bow. 

  Though his moustache was neither thick nor long yet, Brog had reached that height of six feet and two inches. He’d inherited the straight yellow hair and intense blue eyes from both of his parents. Broad shouldered and barrel-chested, Brog could move much faster than anyone would expect. He’d come by his speed the hard way, playing Swords with his friends. Dason was a whirlwind and Afnir was like lightning. Sako was the worst because he fought with the wrong hand. 

 But none of them could match him with a bow. Only Drac and Olik were tall enough for it and only the latter was strong enough to bend it. None of his friends understood his fascination with what they considered an obsolete weapon. Arno was openly contemptuous. 

 Vall Arno anyway,  Brog thought. His father had asked him not to shoot the leaves off trees anymore since he’d completely denuded three of them. Yesterday he’d started shooting at birds. It had taken most of the day to bring one down. Since Brog felt it a waste to kill an animal without eating it, he’d dressed it out and seared it over a fire. It was terrible. 

 Today, he wanted to knock a single tail feather from a bird in flight. The dogs kept a better watch than he did anyway, so he had plenty of time to search for the arrows he’d missed with. He stopped at noon to share lunch with his father and sheared the sheep that’d been selected for the butcher. 

  After that he went back to shooting at birds.
By dusk, he’d chased a lot of arrows but had no feathers. At least he hadn’t been forced to eat any more of them.
Brog whistled at the dogs and helped drive the sheep back in. 

 Someday his friends would be ready to go to sea as their own Crew, and Brog would get the chance to see something besides sheep asses. Of the Smilers, Brog had contributed the least to their fund. Not that anyone expected him to add much coin to the pile, nor would they say anything, but it bothered him anyway. Starting a venture in debt was a bad idea, but it had to be better than pushing mutton up and down the hill for the rest of his life. Vord wanted nothing more than his own flock and a house far from the Takers. Brog hoped he wouldn’t get angry when he learned that his son wanted more. 

 After dinner, Brog went down to Dock Street and found Sturo loitering by StrongArm’s ship, the Hack and Slash. 

 “Ayo! The mighty leaf killer!” Sturo greeted him. “How was the hunting today?” 

 “Hello, mighty wood chopper. I’ve been shooting at birds for two days now so the leaves are safe.” 

 “I, sir, am a wood crafter. So how many birds are you going to add feathers to before you learn about this new thing called gunpowder?” 

 “I’m not adding feathers to any; I’ve been trying to take away one tail feather away—in flight. How much more wood are you going to chop before you learn about this new thing called metal?” 

 “I’ll learn about metal when they start making ships out of it.” 

 “Ships made out of metal! And you call me the ignorant savage! Where’s Drac?” 

 “I wouldn’t say ignorant. Savage, yeah, but not ignorant. Drac’s with a girl.” 

 “Lucky bastard!” 

 “Not that lucky; he’s trying to convince her that his stap tastes like candy, but she doesn’t believe him and won’t try it,” Sturo said smugly. “She’ll kiss him and maybe let him reach down her blouse, but that’s as far as she’ll go.” 

 “That’s still more than I’m getting to do. Got anything to drink?” 

 “Found a bottle of rum with a little left in it, but I don’t share with savages.” 

 “Ha! There’s probably sawdust in it anyway. You added it for flavor.” 

 “Who needs flavor? Its lousy rum, the only kind my father likes. Want some?” Sturo handed Brog a nearly empty bottle. The Clav drank half and gave it back. 

 “Just enough for my mouth to think it had some rum. That’s almost worse than not having any.” 

 “Yeah, I know. But it’s better than none. Was talking to some of StrongArm’s Crew. They took a runner in the Chains, this time.” 

 “Good haul?” 

 “Not really.” 

 “Good. At least we’re not alone.” 

 “What do you mean?” Sturo asked. 

 “Alone in our disappointment. They didn’t get enough money, Drac’s not going to get enough of his girl and we don’t have enough rum.” 

 “You’re a gloomy savage tonight.” Sturo scowled, and then brightened. “Someday soon, Brog. Very soon you’ll get off this island. Then we’ll come back with enough money and we’ll have enough women, and we’ll have enough rum.” 

 Brog just grunted. He was tired of waiting. 




  

 13
 Aboard the Breeze

 

 Sako had thought that the life of an officer, even one that was an apprentice, would be easy at sea. He was very wrong. Captain Junarre, like most runner captains, felt that apprentice officers were sailors first and future officers second. Therefore, for three hours of each watch that he was awake, Sako was merely another hand to be set to scraping chain, coiling line, or any of the other myriad tasks that always need to be done but never seem to be finished. The Breeze was a very clean ship, so Sako also did his fair share of cleaning, as well. The schedule was a major adjustment, but there was so much to learn that Sako really didn’t mind the lack of sleep. 

 In the last hour of his first watch, Sako met the navigator, Ster Tarela. 

 “Captain signs me on an apprentice and doesn’t even consult me first!” he complained. Then he smiled at Sako’s look of dismay. “Don’t worry, son, I get paid extra for the teaching. I’ve qualified two other navigators before you. I’ve gotten good at it. Let’s get started.” He proceeded to question Sako on his education so far. He was pleased that Sako had honed his numbers by working in his father’s inn. They moved on from basic math into geometry. Sako understood most of the basic concepts but hadn’t used his knowledge much. That was fine too; he hadn’t had time to learn any bad habits. 

 Then Tarela unrolled a large piece of paper. “This is not a map,” he said. “At sea, it’s a chart. Just like ‘downstairs’ is ‘belowdecks’ and a ‘kitchen’ is a ‘galley’. Different words for the same thing.” He proceeded to explain what the markings and symbols meant in rapid succession. When he was done, he expected Sako to know the difference between currents, prevailing winds and coastlines. 

 He spent the next half of the watch studying the chart. It was almost effortless, once Tarela provided him with a legend. Numbers here meant soundings measured in feet, numbers there meant average wind speed measured in knots. This kind of line in a shape was a reef; a solid line was an island. This island was wooded and fresh water could be had there, that island was barren…rock. This other barren one was coral—no; it was a reef that broke the surface. 

 “We need to make hull repairs.” 

 Sako looked up in surprise. 

 Ster Tarela had returned and was speaking to him. “To do so, we need a protected cove with a beach. Find it.” Sako’s eyes went to the wooded island, but it had neither beach nor cove. There was a cove, but it was fifteen feet deep. “There, sir.” He’d found the right spot. 

 “How do you know it’s protected?” 

 “The prevailing winds are from this direction,” Sako answered. “We can approach slowly and leave quickly.” 

 “Very good. By the end of the week, you’ll also know how long it will take to get there and be able to plot the best route to avoid reefs and shoals in the area.” 

 The next watch, Tarela took him to the binnacle. “Tell me what you know of this.” 

 “The needle always points south.” 

 “So if the needle’s pointing aft?” 

 “Then we’re headed north, sir.” 

 Tarela smiled and went on to explain the marks on the ring. Sako knew that there were three hundred sixty degrees in a circle, and the navigator taught him that they used the circle to plot their heading. Zero degrees was due south, halfway around the circle was a hundred eighty degrees, which was due north. 

 “So what’s our current heading?” 

 Sako looked at the ring. The directions were labeled, which helped. “A few degrees south of southwest, sir.” 

 “You’re right, but your answer is too general. Try again.” 

 “Forty-three degrees, sir?” 

 “Closer. When asked this heading, say ‘zero four three degrees’. That’s how you’ll give the command to the helmsman: ‘Steer zero four three degrees, Ster Blue’. 

 “Halfway between south and west is southwest, between here and here is south southwest and on this side it’s west southwest. Understand?” 

 “Yeah yeah, sir.” 

 The next watch was spent in a detailed explanation of how to cast the log to determine their speed. The lessons were the only time Sako spent in conversation with anyone. 

 Racked with guilt over the men he’d killed, Sako kept to himself. As he didn’t open himself to anyone, he made no friends. Word of his deeds in Port Buxaca had spread quickly aboard ship, and the crew did not know what to make of this silent, dangerous young man. His sword was locked away in the arms chest, but that was not reassuring to the other men. The Breeze was underway for three weeks before he became a member of the crew. 

 The ship’s boy had been ordered aloft along with several other hands, but had stumbled in his haste to obey. The boatswain had immediately lashed out at the boy with the knotted end of his rope. Unfortunately, the blow caught the lad in the short ribs. Out of breath, he collapsed onto his seat. The officer was in a bad mood, or he might not have reared back for a second swipe. Later he claimed to believe the boy was malingering at the time. Regardless, the second lash didn’t hit its intended target. Sako had deliberately stepped in the way and took the full force on his back. 

 Though it was the first time he’d ever felt the rope, Sako neither flinched nor yelped. Instead, he turned a glare full of murderous fury on the boatswain. Mouth agape, the officer actually dropped his rope and took two steps back. Sako then turned the same glare on the still sitting boy and flicked his eyes aloft. That one was on his feet and had both hands on the lines before Sako turned away. He glanced once at the boatswain before swarming up the rigging himself. 

 The ship’s boy was a great favorite of the crew. He was a gawky fourteen year old with unbridled enthusiasm. He was always willing to help and learn and was especially prized for his pranks and hijinks. Sako’s unthinking intervention had prevented the boy from suffering undeserved punishment and endeared him to everyone forward of the mast. 

 The ship’s officers also had no complaints about his performance, though the boatswain was careful around him. The navigator was especially pleased with his apprentice’s progress. Sako never made the same mistake twice. His calculations were awesome. He learned to use the sextant and mastered the log with ease. He was learning the stars and constellations more quickly than Tarela thought possible. As he put it to Captain Junarre one night, “Fast learners are often fast forgetters. But not this one. He’s another Ark pen Vishen, this one.” At this rate, Sako would be a fully qualified navigator with only a year of instruction. Only that famous explorer Tarela had compared him to had done it faster. 

 Sako’s first real test had been to plot course and speed to predict the Breeze’s time of arrival from Port Sipa to Ariton. He’d only been off by half a watch, or two hours. He did even better on the leg to Gateway, in spite of inclement weather. There was a large storm between Gateway and Ingo East, which had blown the Breeze off course by days, but Sako had replotted their position on the first clear night after. That prediction looked to be dead on, so far. 

 Captain Junarre was prepared to commend Sako to any ship he applied for if he ever felt like leaving the Breeze, and so informed him. Sako gave no indication of his true intent, though he thanked him courteously. It would be several more months before the Breeze would call at Port Buxaca again. 




  

 14
 Stowaways 
 

 Finve scuttled back to the spot deep in the center hold where he’d left Samdin. He hissed twice to let Samdin know that it was safe to come out. 

 “What’d you find?” the younger boy asked. 

 “Apple barrel by the mizzen, two hard rolls and a pan of water.” Both boys whispered. 

 “Give me a roll.” 

 “Here. Take two apples but don’t eat them right away.” 

 “I know! I’m not stupid!” 

 “Shh.” 

 Both looked around, but there were no sailors down here. This was the second ship they’d boarded secretly. 

 “What port?” Samdin asked. 

 “Don’t know. North of the Line. Hope its home.” Home was a place neither had known for quite some time. Finve Hebber was a short, small boy of fifteen who wore his hair in a short pigtail like some sailors. Samdin Speer was a year younger but much taller than his companion. He already had a noticeable shadow on his upper lip and black hair sprouted from his chin. Samdin’s parents had been sold into slavery, Finve was recently orphaned. Both were natives of Gateway. They’d met in the filthiest, most dangerous part of town, where they had the least chance of being found by the City Watchmen. They picked pockets and stole food to survive, but the Watch made regular sweeps and they were never safe. 

 Other criminals would turn them in for the reward if they could catch them. And there were worse things that could happen to those unable to defend themselves. But together, they’d learned that they could indeed defend themselves. If there had been any witnesses, or if the city watch even cared about a deranged beggar, they’d be wanted for murder as well as begging and picking pockets. Either of those offenses was punishable by slavery, but murder was a hanging offense. They decided to leave the Tayan Empire forever. Zancharia and Tanovia were too far to the southwest, and the eastern border with Agresia was out of the question as well. They had to stow away on a ship. 

 It was a dangerous thing, this stowing away. They’d heard several tales of the punishment meted out to captured stowaways. They would not get on a Tayan ship—those crews routinely sold captives into slavery. Agresians were said to press theirs into service until the next port, where they would be put ashore, branded and unpaid. Samdin had heard that Jonos tied stowaways to the mast and starved them to death, but Kimbulans merely tossed theirs over the side. Both thought drowning preferable to a lifetime of slavery, so they would sneak aboard one of their runners. Better to die young and free… 

 Either boy could have signed aboard an outgoing runner as a ship’s boy, but they wouldn’t be separated by mutual, unspoken agreement. There were no slaves in Kimbula and they were determined to get there. 

 Late one night they joined a few other brave souls under the docks in Gateway Harbor. There was always food to be found there, but feral dogs knew that too, and the pack was more than willing to eat beggar instead of refuse. Finve and Samdin were able to avoid the dogs and swam out to a Kimbulan runner moored just forty yards from the dock. Moored ships didn’t watch as closely for stowaways. 

 It seemed to take forever to climb up the anchor chain and onto the deck. Dripping and shivering, they slipped to the center hatch and down amid the bales and barrels. The hold stank, and there were rats that bit. The runner creaked and groaned alarmingly once they were underway, and it was always dark. They grew accustomed to constant hunger and thirst and it was always dark in the hold. 

 Finve found that there was no wall between the cargo and the crew’s sleeping area, and it could be reached with great effort by crawling and climbing. Sometimes there was no one in the crew’s quarters and he could steal a bit of bread. Once he stole a mug full of water, but that caused a big argument forward when the owner accused several of his mates of stealing. Eventually the ship’s tossing stopped and Finve learned that they were moored in Ingo West. The runner would be offloaded by lighter. They had to get off before they were caught. They didn’t learn until months later that there was no slavery in Jonos, either. 

 So they waited until all was quiet and dark, then they crept up on deck. It was much warmer here than in Gateway. There were two sailors by the whipstaff, too busy throwing dice to see the shadows slip over the side. Finve and Samdin entered the harbor without a sound. The water was much warmer here, as well. Torches and lanterns winked at them from the town. There were several other ships moored nearby so the boys swam to the first one they found with three masts. 

 “Bigger ships are less likely to notice us,” Samdin whispered. He reached for the netting that dangled over the starboard rail. 

 “Wait! What if they’re Tayans?” 

 “Let’s listen.” It took a long time to find the deckwatch. They swam around until they spotted the glow of a sailor’s pipe, but the man wasn’t speaking to anyone. The boys waited for what seemed like hours before another sailor spoke in the unmistakable accent of an Agresian. The pipe smoker answered with the same accent. Samdin and Finve swam to the next ship. There were three men smoking cigars near the stern. 

 “Kimbulans,” said Finve. “One just said ‘youse’ to the other two.” They went up the anchor chain as they had in Gateway. That had been the night before. 

 The trick now, besides avoiding discovery, was stealing enough food to survive but not enough to be noticed. There was another problem, which loomed large now that they were north of the Line. The Line was the latitude north of Jonos where civilization ended. Clavland was north of the Line, as were the Chains, Sevulia and Kimbula. Sevulia was settled by Tayans and most of the Chain Island savages had been tamed, but the savages in the Kimbulan Archipelago were the most dangerous in the world. 

 They weren’t the problem however—pirates were. The Kimbulan Archipelago swarmed with sea vermin based on some of those islands. If pirates took their runner, it would be impossible to avoid detection. What pirates did to stowaways was too gruesome to consider. If they could only get to Kimbula. 




  

 15
 The Taking Of the Two Stags

 

 “Deck! Sail!” 

 “Whither away?” 

 “Four points off starboard bow!” 

 “I have it!” Captain StrongArm trained his spyglass on the distant sail. “Schooner. Under full sail but still hull down, heading to the west.” 

 “She must be heavy,” said his first mate. 

 “Let’s go find out why.” 

 As the mate shouted orders to put on sail, StrongArm turned to the helmsman. “Four points to starboard, Ster Tavven.” 

 Chos Tavven’s eyes got squintier. “But she’ll have moved farther to our starboard by the time we get there.” 

 “Only if she maintains her current heading, son.” StrongArm liked this tall, lanky boy. Chos reminded him of his own brother, dead these two years. “Let’s say you’re in command of a schooner too heavy with cargo, and you sight a strange fluyt in an area known to be infested with sailors of enterprise. What would you do?” 

 Chos scratched at his wispy beard. “Run, I guess.” 

 “How? Can a schooner outrun a fluyt sailing before the wind?” 

 Understanding made Chos’ eyes open up to almost normal size. “No, he’ll need to get upwind of us. If he does, he might out-tack us.” 

 “Good. Very good.” StrongArm beamed and stuffed his cheek with a quid. He worked the tobacco briefly and spat accurately into the spittoon that hung from the binnacle mount. “Now since we’re bigger than him, chances are they saw us first and tried to run. Dumb, but by now they’ll have figured out what you just did and try that. So we head right for him and he’ll still be there relative to us and we can get him to heave to. He doesn’t heave to, I’ll shred his sails and rigging with chain, then he couldn’t out-tack an island.” 

 The Hack and Slash closed inexorably on the schooner. Even when the wind shifted a few points south, the sailors of enterprise continued to close on the runner. When they were in signal range, StrongArm gave his orders. 

 “Load all guns but the number two on each side with chain!” 

 “Yeah, yeah!” 

 “Load the remainder with shot; those crews to stand by for a salute!” 

 The Crew laughed as they complied. 

 “Masthead! Show them our colors, if you please.” 

 “Yeah, yeah!” A black flag streamed out in the stiff breeze. On it was depicted an extremely muscular arm with a naked cutlass in its fist. 

 StrongArm turned to his first mate, who had the telescope. “I can see she’s Sevulian, but I can’t read her escutcheons.” 

 “Two Stags,” the mate said curtly. 

 “Thank you.” He turned back to the helm. “Steady now, Chos. I’d rather cross her bow than her stern.” 

 “Yeah, yeah.” Chos concentrated on their quarry and deftly conned the Hack and Slash into position. 

 “Starboard number two! Put a shot across her bows!” The cannon boomed almost before the order was finished. On StrongArm’s ship, obedience counted more than courtesy. The ball splashed down close enough to wet the foredeck of the schooner. 

 “A bonus to those men on number two!” StrongArm shouted. The Crew cheered the gunners, and again as the Sevulians struck their colors and pointed the Two Stags into the wind. Hands scrambled to take in the runners sails. 

 “Put her head up, Chos,” StrongArm said, as the mate gave orders for their own sail to be taken in. 

 The hugely muscled sailor of enterprise raised his megaphone and pointed it at the other ship. “I AM STRONGARM OF THE HACK AND SLASH,” he roared. “WHO AM I ADDRESSING?” 

 A short, thin man near the helm raised his own megaphone. “Captain Stomon Tofe, commanding the Two Stags of Sevulia,” 

 “A pleasure to meet you, sir!” 

 “What would you have me do, Captain StrongArm?” 

 “You’re to put a boat over, yourself and your mate are going to join me here. All hands on the foredeck, officers and passengers by the helm. Weapons piled in the center of your weather deck.” 

 “Anything else?” 

 “You’re not already in the boat? Don’t make me angry, Captain Tofe!” 

 Five hours later, the Two Stags was significantly lighter and sailing easily for Tevon. Every coin, weapon and the entire cargo of sugar and coffee was now in StrongArm’s hold. In addition, they’d taken one of the passengers for ransom. He was the son of a wealthy plantation owner. Five hundred Tayan crowns would return him safely to his father. According to the ransom note, the hostage would be fed twice a day for two weeks, then once a day for two weeks, then not at all until StrongArm had the gold. He would be beaten every time he was supposed to be fed. 

 Once the Two Stags was out of sight, they let the young man out on deck. He quivered as he faced StrongArm. 

 “Are you hungry, sir?” the burly sailor of enterprise asked. 

 Since StrongArm had dictated his ransom note aloud in the boy’s presence as he wrote it in his firm, elegant hand, his prisoner was afraid to answer. 

 StrongArm smiled at his consternation. “Don’t worry, my boy, dinner will be served in about a quarter glass. It would be my pleasure to have you to my own table with my own officers.” He lowered his voice conspiratorially. “I’m afraid our table manners aren’t quite up to the standards you were taught, but the food’s edible, at least.” StrongArm resumed his usual boisterous tone. “What’s the matter with you, sir? You’re shaking like a topsail in a squall!” 

  At that the young man broke, fell to his knees and sobbed. “Please don’t beat me, sir!” 

 The Crew burst into raucous laughter. StrongArm laughed so hard he nearly swallowed his quid. He cured the resulting coughing fit with a huge swallow of rum, and then passed it to his hostage. 

 “Drink up and take courage! HAVE ANY OF YOUSE SEEN ME EVER BEAT A HOSTAGE?” 

 “NO!” The Crew roared back. 

 “That’s cause I don’t. Nor do I allow my men to. And stop calling me sir! None o’ my men do, so you don’t either. StrongArm’s my name; the only name anyone ever calls me. Only name I know, for that matter. I had another one once, but I forgot what it was. Drink! Puts hair on your chest, that does!” 

 The young man did as he was told and caused another round of laughter with his expression. “But your note!” he wheezed. 

 “Oh that.” StrongArm smiled. “I’ve found that ransoms are paid quicker if they think I’m torturing their loved one. In truth, you’ll eat as often as we do, and as well. Don’t go provoking any of my men and no harm will come to you. Anyone provokes you, he’s gotta answer to me! Now, you still haven’t responded to what I thought was a gracious invitation to share my bread at my table. You don’t have to, you know. You want, you can eat with the men or by yourself. But how many of your friends can say they supped with StrongArm?” 

 “Thank you sir! I…I’d be honored to sit at your table.” 

 “A pleasure!” StrongArm beamed. “But belay those ‘sirs’, it bothers me.” 

 “My apologies, sir.” Emboldened by the stiff drink, the young man ventured a joke. “But I was taught to say ‘sir’ to my elders.” 

 The Crew howled at that, StrongArm loudest of all. “By the Lady! I like this Sevulian! Somebody give him some of the tobacco we stole from his friends! Pipe, cigar or do you like to chew it like me?” 

 “My father doesn’t allow me to have cigars, sir…ah, StrongArm.” 

 “Well, your father’s not here, is he? You tell him that the evil pirate StrongArm forced you to have as many cigars as you wanted when you see him!” He spat accurately into the spittoon. “Chos! Steer us north by northeast. Let’s see if we can’t take another prize while we’re waiting for our crowns!” 

 “Yeah, yeah.” 




  

 16
 Aboard The Wavecutter

 

 The exchange of cannon fire had ended half an hour ago. Then came the crashing thud and the rush of feet overhead that said their victim had been boarded. Even as he worked feverishly with his two assistants to save the lives and (hopefully) limbs of his shipmates, Thard Jinsen was able to keep tabs on the battle that raged two decks over his head. 

 Already covered in gore, he added to the mess as he deftly worked a saw through the gristle that had once been a man’s wrist. He smeared the stump with pitch and wrapped it tightly in linen. He glanced at his patient’s ashen face while rinsing his hands and then felt his neck pulse. Weak but steady. Satisfied, Thard went to the next one. This sailor screamed constant invective at the assistants as they held him firmly, face down on the board. His back was a mess of blood and splinters. Thard dumped a bucket of slightly pink water on him and reached for his pliers. 

 The Vakgennir should have surrendered by now, but another Brother came down under his own power and sat by the door. Thard finished pulling splinters, the smallest of which was as long as a finger, and splashed the wounds liberally with whiskey. The patient reared up and yowled even louder until the young surgeon brained him with the whiskey bottle. 

 “Wrap him up,” he ordered in the silence. Both assistants smiled at him. Thard ignored them and poured a healthy slug of white fire down his throat. 

 The man by the door had passed out. Thard poured whiskey over his hands and went to him. The ones that don’t scream are hurt the worst, his teacher had said. The patient had blade wounds on both arms, some that penetrated to the bone. There was a stab wound low on his left side. Thard felt his neck and found no pulse. Sorry Bosso, you should have shown me this as soon as you came down. There was nothing to be done for this sailor. 

 Later, after a hasty bucket bath and a change of clothes, Thard climbed up on deck for some air and a smoke. Captain Treauville was waiting by the hatch. 

 “Ster Jinsen! How fare those below?” 

 “Bosso is gone. Banyat Jessik should recover if he lasts the night, but I had to take his hand. The other five should be on their feet in two or three weeks.” The wind tossed Thard’s auburn hair as he bent to light his pipe. His high forehead and spectacles gave him an aristocratic look that was heightened by his wardrobe, which was of high quality and carefully chosen to accentuate his athletic build. Even exhausted and unshaven, he looked like a surgeon. 

 Treauville relayed the news to the Crew. “We’ll drink to the souls of the fallen, and we’ll take the wounded’s share too! Break out the rum!” 

 “Rum! Rum!” the Crew shouted. Thard relaxed against the rail opposite from the Vakgennir runner and the carnage. He’d had enough of that down in the Stessaca’s Hole, which was what sailors called the surgeon’s work area on the lowest deck. Thard accepted a bottle as it was passed to him, savoring the sweet fire before giving it to the next Brother. He liked rum better than whiskey, but whiskey was better for his work. There were fewer additives. He drew deeply on his pipe and savored that sweetness as well. One of the men was regaling the others with his account of the fight. To hear him tell it, he’d been the first to spot the runner, led the chase, fired every cannon, was the first aboard, and took the prize single-handed. He claimed every kill out of the runner’s crew, and Knifehands that had been killed or injured were his fault, too. He was sorry, but the ‘blood-fury’ had been on him. 

 It was an old joke, but much loved by the Knifehands. He told the same story after every fight. If a runner surrendered without a fight, it was only because they’d known he was aboard. 

  He was the ‘bloodthirstiest, kill’em-firstiest, lies-the-worstiest Knifehand that ever lived’, he’d finish. Someone would inevitably tell him that he was the ‘stinkiest, have-a-drinkiest, likes-to-wear-pinkiest little girl that ever wore a dressiest that ever lived’, and he’d start over. Thard laughed along with the others. 

 The sailors of enterprise took their time and stripped the runner of everything that was useful or valuable. When they were done they set her ablaze and adrift. The captain and the accounter went to work with their pens and books as the rest began repairs and cleaned the Wavecutter, and speculated on their shares of the haul once it was sold back in Port Buxaca. Thard wasn’t too concerned with the haul. However much it was, he’d get his share. Some new clothes, a visit to Cathouse Row and some to Ellor’s account.


 Thard liked Treauville and the Knifehands, but he was ready to rejoin his friends. He hoped none of them got killed before they could form their own Crew. The only bad part about that would be working on someone he had known since childhood. He hoped it would never come to that. Thard drew again on his pipe and discovered it was out. Time to check on my charges anyway. He knocked the dottle from his pipe and went below. 




  

 17
 Aboard the Flame Of Justice

 

 Captain Winois of the Agresian Naval Service stood on the helmdeck of his newly commissioned frigate, the Flame of Justice. He watched as his topmen scurried about the rigging following the First Officer’s latest order. Today was sail-handling day. Winois had a goodly number of professional Navy men, but most of his crew consisted of pressed and volunteer sea virgins. Tomorrow would be gunnery drills and the next they would practice close quarter fighting. Such had been the pattern for the first two weeks of this cruise. It was a sort of shakedown for Captain Winois as well as the Flame. 

 The Flame of Justice was his first full command. He’d served with distinction since he was a boy Midshipman on the Prince Naperre, a First Rate ship of the line, the flagship of the Royal Agresian Navy. 

 That was before the Revolution. Like most Naval officers of Agresia, he’d eschewed politics and concentrated on serving the Navy. Though mentioned frequently in dispatches, he’d only received one medal for heroism from the former regime. The Navy continued the war with Taya while the Revolution raged at home. They came home to find that King Aroix IX had been executed along with most of the ruling class. The remaining nobility had fled or abdicated. 

  Three years later the new Republic was at war with the Tayan Empire once again. It was then that Winois had really come into his own. He had earned the respect of superiors and subordinates, was promoted a few grades, and had gathered more medals than most men who’d served twice as long. His greatest achievement had come less than a year ago. 

 The Prince Naperre had captured an Imperial Fourth Rate and Winois, as Third Officer, had been given command of her with a skeleton prize crew. En route to Port Sipa with their prize, they encountered an Imperial squadron consisting of two frigates and a privateer. Winois fought with his undermanned ship with great courage and skill. In the end, the only ship not sunk or burning uncontrollably was his. He was able to rescue some of the Prince’s crew and captured one of the frigate captains and over a hundred prisoners by fishing them from the sea. 

  For that action, Winois received Agresia’s highest honor, the Iron Horse Medal. He was also promoted to full Captain and given command of the Flame. The surviving seamen and junior officers of the Prince Naperre became his core cadre. He knew them all by face and name, but hadn’t learned about any of the new men yet. He was too likely to lose some of them on this cruise. 

 The Naval Affairs Committee had its hands full with the war, which was steadily being lost. Hanarre had just declared its independence from Agresia and had already been written off—the Committee simply didn’t have the naval power to enforce the Council’s will on the island. 

  Of the other major overseas holdings, Stafa was now guarded by a single frigate, when previously they’d enjoyed the protection of a ship of the line, two frigates and a pair of brigs. Braden hadn’t seen a Navy vessel in months. 

 Hostilities with the Empire had abated somewhat, but there was another threat. They were losing merchant runners to pirates as well as Imperial privateers. Captain Winois was ordered to hunt down one of these and bring him to justice. 

 The notorious pirate StrongArm, captain of the Hack and Slash, had been running amok north of Ariton, the Capitol of the Republic of Agresia. He’d viciously attacked three ships in the past six weeks and showed no signs of leaving soon. The Flame had forty guns and two hundred ten men. It was hoped by the Naval Affairs Committee that a daring young Captain in their newest frigate could stop StrongArm. 

 Winois felt up to the challenge, and the Flame was certainly a fine ship, likely faster than the Hack and Slash on all points, and with more guns as well. Yet he was undermanned, and half his crew was raw recruits. If it came to a boarding action, many of them would die or break and run. Winois hoped he could force StrongArm to surrender with gunnery alone. 

 While waiting for the commissioning of his new frigate, Winois had been invited to several parties and balls as a celebrated hero. There were very few of those in Agresia. It wasn’t so much a lack of skill or courage on the part of the Naval Service as the fact that the Imperial Tayan Navy simply outclassed them. Thus living naval heroes were rare indeed. 

 Winois was a young, handsome bachelor and the darling of the entire nation. His name and a sketch of his likeness were in every newspaper from Sipa to the border with Mitter. At one of the balls, he’d been introduced to Lorenes DuSarre. As a girl she’d been Lady Lorenes of House DuSarre and was to become Countess upon her father’s death. 

 Instead the Revolution had come, and the Count had surrendered peacefully to the Council on condition that his wife and his heiress would be spared with all of his property. The men who would become the High Council had executed Count DuSarre, but they’d kept their word. Lorenes was beautiful and fabulously rich. She’d found Winois quite charming. 

 The Captain’s reverie was broken suddenly and violently by a splattering crash. One of his topmen had fallen to the helmdeck nearly at his feet. Every eye was on the two of them. Winois looked down at his sailor as he wiped blood from his face. The sailor’s face was unmarred, except for the faintest of whiskers on his upper lip. Winois thought he was one of the volunteers. 

  He was unquestionably dead, but Winois called for the surgeon anyway. It would not do to appear callous. He knelt and studied the boy’s face. So young. There was a genuine tear of regret, which Winois surreptitiously wiped away. It wouldn’t do to appear callous, it also wouldn’t do to be seen crying. Winois would never hear it, but that gesture endeared him to the new men of his crew, even those who’d been pressed. A captain who sincerely cared for his men would not waste them needlessly. 

 Drills were halted for the remainder of the day. Winois felt rightly that hard training would keep these men alive; living sailors would keep the Flame of Justice alive and that together they made a formidable weapon. But the training was too hard, too soon if the men were so exhausted they fell off the yardarms. 

 The surgeon and his two mates arrived, examined the pile that had been a body and pronounced him dead. The boy was laid straight and covered with the Agresian flag, a white horse on a split field, blue above and green below. All hands were on deck for the memorial. 

 Winois gave a brief speech on duty, honor and love of country. He spoke of the price that must be paid to keep the Revolution alive and Agresia free from Imperial tyranny. He also spoke of a man who gave his all for his shipmates and the Navy. The fallen hand would be entered in the rolls as ‘killed in action’ against StrongArm, so that his family might receive the Stipend. Any sailor on the Flame could expect the same regardless of how he died on this cruise. They only needed to find the Hack and Slash and bring StrongArm to justice. 

 “Men have called me a hero,” he said in closing. “There lies a hero, who sailed in company of heroes. Every one of you will be famous when we bring in StrongArm.” Winois then said the simple prayer for the fallen, consigning his body to Stessaca, and his soul to Ster and Stess. The body slid gently off the plank into the sea. 

 Over the next nine weeks the Flame weathered a mild storm and encountered four runners. One was bound for the Chain Islands, one for Kimbula. The third was a Northern Trading Company ship bound for Stafa and the last was a slaver—inbound from Port Therma with only half a load of slaves. They’d had sickness aboard and had lost some crewmen as well. None had seen any pirates. The day after meeting the slaveship, Winois found evidence of StrongArm’s proximity. 

 The  Lady Anjoda was adrift and showed much battle damage, he wrote in the log after noting the exact latitude and longitude. She listed heavily to starboard. Dispatched Second Officer with ten hands by longboat to investigate. Ster Paway reported no living soul aboard, but much blood and seven bodies, much eaten by gulls and ship’s dog, which was still alive. Cabins, forecastle and ship’s stores cleared; nothing in hold but water. I believe the Lady Anjoda saw her final action approximately three days prior to our arrival. No logs or charts aboard, so we were unable to determine her last portcall, cargo, or the names of her captain and crew. Hulk deemed a derelict and a hazard to shipping: ordered the Lady to be sunk by cannon fire on this date. Heading now 097 degrees, speed 9 knots.


 A few days later they came upon a second derelict, this one still on fire. Even as they watched, one of the masts toppled into the ocean. It let off a cloud of steam as its fire was doused. Whoever had done this could not be more than four hours away in any direction. 

 “A gold flame to the man who finds the culprits first!” Winois announced. 

 The boy in the foretop claimed it within minutes. “Due east!” 

 The Flame put on all sail to chase. By sundown they had closed enough to determine that their quarry was three-masted, with Winois himself at the main masthead using his glass. For the full hour of twilight Winois conned his frigate from there, never losing sight of the ship he hoped/knew was the Hack and Slash.


 Once the stars were out he’d lost her, but his feeling had been confirmed. The other ship was sailing without lights. Winois had a headache from squinting through the telescope for so long, so he was irritable as he explained his reasoning to his senior officers. 

 “But running without lights is against international maritime law!” said the navigator lieutenant. 

 “I suspect that, as pirates, they’re not too concerned with maritime law,” Winois replied cuttingly. “You would agree, I trust?” 

 The lieutenant subsided and said nothing. 

 Winois ordered a course change to the northeast, in case StrongArm turned for home. It was known that the pirate port of Rumtown was near the equator, but whether it was on Kimbula or one of the islands near it, or even in the Chains was anybody’s guess. In any case, it was to the north and away from Buxa. At dawn there was no sail in sight. 

 “Damn! He must have turned west,” Winois said when he was informed. He and the navigator worked up a search pattern on the chart. They would sail to the west in a pattern of figure eights. They’d cover a great deal of ocean that way, but would need Stessaca’s own luck to find StrongArm before he struck again. 

 Commercial runners would start to feel safer once they were south of the Line and safer still the more easting they made so as to avoid the Imperial Navy and her privateers. It was no wonder StrongArm would come here. The only real surprise was that they weren’t facing more such vermin in Agresian waters. 

 The daisy chain of figure eights had the Flame sailing on all points and the crew became more competent as the hunt dragged on. They weathered another storm, more violent than the last, and encountered another ship as the skies were clearing. It was, again, a Northern Trading Company ship, inbound from Stafa. They reported they’d seen a sail to the west heading east before the storm hit. Winois headed for the stranger’s probable location and was rewarded some time later with a sighting. They continued to close, only to discover a ketch. Winois ground his teeth in frustration. He sent an ‘IY’ as soon as they were in signal range. The signal was the standard request for a ship to identify itself. In response, the ketch ran up a Kimbulan flag. Satisfied, Winois then sent, ‘Seen pirates?’, and got a negative reply. Where could the Hack and Slash have gone? 

 The next day they crossed the longitude line that was even with Port Sipa, which was the western limit of the Flame’s patrol area. 

 “Maybe he turned south, Captain, slipped behind us and went east.” 

 “I fear you are right, Ster Paway. Make our heading due south until the continent is sighted, then east. If we reach Ariton without finding the pirate again, we’ll put in for resupply and new instructions. It may be that the Committee needs the Flame by Dalaria or even north of the Line. Oh, and let’s ease off on the drills. You agree that the men are ready for action?” 

 “Yes, sir, they’re as ready as training can make them. They need battle seasoning now.” 

 “Good. Let those on recruit pay know that today they are promoted to full hands. And issue a round of spirits, so they can celebrate.” 

 “Yeah yeah, sir!” 

 Three hours from Ariton they found a three masted runner approaching from the southeast. StrongArm might have been harrying shipping from Mitter and Encaster. Winois closed with the stranger. She matched the description of the Hack and Slash. 

 “Let them see our colors,” Winois ordered. The horse banner streamed. 

 ‘IY’ 

    The runner displayed the neutral stripes of Kimbula. Kimbulan runners were very well armed, as they had no government or navy of their own, but this one sported too many guns. Besides, she was in the right place. 

 ‘Stand to and prepare for boarding and inspection’ 

 “Deck! Signal from the Kimbulan: V…A…” The lookout paused, then, “Um…perhaps you should read it for yourself, sir.” He sounded nervous. 

 Winois snapped open his glass and looked. ‘Vall you’. 

 ‘True colors, StrongArm’  . 

 In response to that signal the Kimbulan flag went down and a black flag showing a muscular arm with a cutlass in its hand went up. 

 “Battle stations!” But the pirate’s guns were out faster and StrongArm fired first. Water splashed, splinters flew, men screamed, and one of the stays sang as it parted. 

 “First blood to you, sir,” Winois commented. Then he concentrated on the business of fighting his ship. After several salvos, the young hero realized he was giving as good as he got. He’d lost men and taken damage, but his crew hadn’t given up and he could see— 

 “Gun captains! Concentrate on his foremast!” 

 Their adversary was now close enough that the thunder of his guns was simultaneous with their firing. The pirate gunners were fast, but apparently unconcerned with making full broadsides. Musket balls hummed past Winois’ head. 

 He waited impatiently as his own gun crews adjusted angle and elevation to put the whole broadside on StrongArm’s foremast. Individual shot continued to crash into the Flame. A burst of grape scythed through one gun crew, and put their gun out of the action. 

 Why is that gun aimed so high?  Captain Winois looked to the other ship and was surprised to see it so close. “Bra—” There was a rending crash as they collided. Sea vermin swarmed onto his deck. Hooks flew everywhere, fouling the ships further. 

 “Repel Boarders!” Drawing sword and pistol, Winois charged into the fray. The scum were going after the unarmed gun crews first, wreaking fearful havoc. Leaping bodies and wreckage, Winois was able to rally some of his men into a cohesive unit. Others took cour-age at the sight, but most of the new men were dying, calling for quarter, or fleeing below. 

 Two pirates charged Winois simultaneously from different sides. He dropped one with a quick thrust to the chest but the other, a tall lanky lad with a squint, tossed a net over him. Winois had already fired his pistol, now his sword was useless as well. He struggled against the net as he fell until a blinding pain erupted in his head and he knew no more. 
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 Winois awoke suddenly on a rug on the deck, realized that he was bound hand and foot, and relaxed. By the smells, he was in his own cabin. He thought it best to assess his situation as well as he could before his captors discovered he was conscious. 

 “So you’re the famous Captain Winois,” a rough voice said. “Greatest sea-warrior of Agresia.” 

 So much for subterfuge.  Winois opened his eyes. He was indeed in his own cabin. A short, stocky man with a thick black beard smiled at him from his desk. He was drinking a bottle of Winois’ wine. He wore a fine green shirt with the sleeves roughly hacked off. By the size of the muscles displayed, there was no question of who he was. 

 “A pleasure to meet you, sir!” the big man added cheerily. 

 “I wish I could say the same, StrongArm.” Damned if I’ll call him ‘captain’.


 StrongArm smiled again and strode over to stand by Winois. He reached down and took hold of the captain’s jacket and hoisted Winois bodily to his feet with one hand! StrongArm looked him in the eye for a moment, and set him gently in a chair. 

 “Come now, Captain, the unpleasant part is over! Would you like some wine?” 

 “That’s my wine and this is my ship! Where are my men, StrongArm?” 

 “This,” the pirate held up the bottle and poured himself a glass, “is a spoil of war. This,” now he gestured around the cabin, “is now my prize, and your men are my prisoners. Your surgeon is caring for the wounded below and all but nine of your other sailors are here on this very ship.” 

 “What of the other nine?” Winois asked, fearing the worst. 

 “They’re in your longboat, making for Ariton. Lieutenant Paway is in charge of them. I figure they’ll return in a couple of watches. They have until sunrise, though.” 

 “If they don’t return by sunrise, then what?” 

 “Then what?” StrongArm sounded genuinely surprised. “There is no ‘then what’! I’m sure they’ll return. With five thousand flames, to boot!” He chortled at the thought. “I didn’t even make any threats. No question my price will be met!” 

 “Then why did you ask for so little, StrongArm?” Winois sounded unimpressed. 

 The pirate sat back down and packed some tobacco in his cheek. He selected one of Winois’ teacups to spit in. 

 “I’m a ship’s captain like you,” he said. “I assess risks and make the big decisions. But I’m also a businessman, and I have to assess what the market will bear. The Naval Affairs Committee would certainly pay more than ten thousand flames for the return of their newest frigate and its hero captain. But I doubt they could raise that much cash by dawn, and I’m not willing to accept credit.” 

 Winois looked at StrongArm with towering contempt. “You’re not a captain like me!” 

 StrongArm stood so quickly that he toppled his chair. He dashed the contents of his wineglass in the Agresian’s face. “I’d hoped we could be civilized, sir!” He’d gone from jolly to enraged in an instant. “I’m not a captain like you? You’ve been a captain for what, four months? I’ve been a captain for fourteen years! You’ve patrolled what, the coast of Agresia? I’ve been to every port in the Buxacan Sea and half of those in the Stitian Ocean to boot! And unlike you, I have never been defeated!” StrongArm stepped up and kicked the chair out from under Winois. The fall wasn’t as painful as the words. “I liked you better on the deck,” he said in a more conversational tone. He took the bottle from the desk and left the cabin. 
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 It was a very subdued Winois that stood on his helmdeck and watched the Hack and Slash sail north. StrongArm’s men had repaired all of their own damage during the night, using the Flame’s stores, of course. They sailed off smartly, like men who knew their business well. Winois watched morosely as his own men set about cleaning the gore and wreckage that was left on his own deck. He may have been shamed, but damned if he’d take the Flame into Ariton looking like a derelict. He went below and opened his logbook. 

 Defeated this day by the pirate StrongArm of the runner  Hack and Slash. Moderately damaged but seaworthy. All stores, supplies, coin and arms stolen, except ships guns. Thirty-seven men killed. He listed each name, position and rank, and recommended two for posthumous medals. Twenty men wounded and not expected to live. Another depressing list. Seventeen wounded and to be invalided out of the Service. Also listed by name and rank, with the recommendation that all receive quarter-pay pensions. And twenty-three wounded but expected to return to duty. Five of these were recommended for promotion. 

 When he was done with his entries, he moved the rug he’d lain on for hours and lifted one of the planks. Hidden there was the only bottle left aboard. It was sweet Sevulian rum. Winois took a long slow swallow, and tried not to think of how the Committee would see this or what Lorenes would feel for him, now. 




  

 18
 The Black Flag Society’s
 New Crew 
 

 Finve and Samdin couldn’t quite believe the size of the man they were watching. They had learned to avoid the men wearing the red and black armbands. They had to be the city watch, though they were armed only with short billet clubs. When the armbands spoke the others listened, even though they carried cutlasses and pistols. But everyone ignored the men in the blue vests. They traveled in pairs and carried the same clubs as the watchmen, but didn’t seem interested in stopping fights or escorting rowdy drunks to their homes or ships. 

 This man was different. 

 The boys had been picking garbage in an alley right on the waterfront after dark when they noticed him. He was a giant in a blue vest but carried no weapons. He had planted himself on the dock in front of their alley and seemed to be watching them wordlessly. After a little while they realized that he wasn’t watching them so much as the door to the tavern that made up one wall of the alley. Eventually a group of sailors came out and the big man finally moved. He stepped in the midst of the sailors as if just passing through and suddenly seized one by the neck. The struggling man was hoisted right off the ground until the giant’s hand was even with his own shoulder. 

 “You owe the Treasure Chest money.” The voice matched the man perfectly. It was deep and heavy with menace. Neither his voice nor his face showed any sign of strain as he continued to hold his victim off the ground. The giant looked around at the other sailors and they scattered. The dangling man was beginning to gurgle so the giant put him down. He tried to run after his friends but the giant slapped him in the chest hard enough that he actually flew backward for several feet. 

 “I don’t got any money!” the smaller man protested. 

 “You owe forty crowns.” 

 “I don’t got it, I tell you.” 

 “How much do you have?” 

 “I don’t got nothing—” The giant grabbed him by an ankle and picked him up again. “AAAAIIIEEE SPEN IT!” He gasped and panted. “I spent it!” 

 “That’s unfortunate.” The giant walked into the alley where Finve and Samdin were hiding, still carrying the man by his ankle. Once they were away from the street, the smaller man was dropped painfully on his head. 

 “Last chance,” the giant said with a sigh, as if he were bored with the whole thing. “You give me at least ten crowns and you won’t be hurt. Four, and I won’t break anything major.” The smaller man thought he saw a chance and made a break for the entrance. Or tried to; the man in the blue vest was surprisingly fast. The debtor was forcibly stripped in a futile search for his coin, and then the giant broke his arm like kindling. 

 “Your ship sails in two weeks. You won’t be on it unless you’ve paid. I didn’t break your leg because you were telling the truth about not having any money, but you should have come to the Treasure Chest and made a payment before you got drunk.” The man in the blue vest punctuated each sentence with a punch and finished his speech with a powerful kick that sent the injured man out of the alley. The clothes were collected and thrown after him. 

 Awestruck by what they’d seen, Finve and Samdin could only cower in fear behind the barrel that was their only cover. When the giant looked right at them as if he could see in the dark, and ordered them to follow him, Samdin fainted. 
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 When Samdin came to, the giant was still there. He must have asked a question because Finve was answering. 

 “No, we live here. We’re brothers.” 

 “You don’t look like brothers,” the big man rumbled, more thoughtful than accusatory. 

 “We had different fathers,” Finve said quickly. “We live just a few streets that way.” The man in the blue vest might have been willing to believe they were brothers, but— 

 “No you don’t. You’re so filthy you stink, and you’re picking garbage for food.” 

 “That’s because we’re poor!” Samdin said. 

 “Youse must have stowed away on one of the Kimbulan runners. Nobody that lives here is so poor that they don’t have a home, or enough to eat.” 

 “We’re not stowaways!” said Samdin. 

 Finve spoke right on top of him, “Just because you never noticed the poor before don’t mean we don’t exist! Please, Ster, let us go.” 

 “Yeah, we don’t owe no money to a chest!” 

 “Ster? I’m only a few years older than youse. Name’s Olik Pango. And I know the poor exist—I’m poor. Do I look like I ever missed a meal?” Olik stood and gently guided the boys out of the alley. “And who cares if you stowed away? Youse’re here now.” They were back on the dock, the one that followed the shoreline. Some of the people they saw glanced at them, but most ignored the strange trio. 

 “Don’t even know where here is,” Samdin said. “Are we in Kimbula?” 

 “There’s no slaves in Kimbula,” Finve asserted. “You can’t sell us.” 

 “Youse aren’t in Kimbula. There’s no slaves here, either. This is Port Buxaca.” 

 “Where’s that?” “Who owns Port Buxaca?” 

 Olik laughed. “One at a time! Where we are is a secret, and nobody owns us. We rule ourselves.” 

 The stowaways mulled the information over as Olik led them into a warehouse. 

 “Where are you taking us?” 

 “Home.” One section of the upper story of the building was partitioned off. Inside they saw a pallet with bedding and a pillow. There was a slop jar and another bucket full of clean water. There was a table made of scrap lumber and a chair with a mismatched leg. A gas lantern and a book rounded out the furnishings. 

 “This is where I live,” Olik said. “Told youse I was poor.” He pointed to an open crate. “There’s a bit of soap, towel. Clean yourselves while I get dinner.” And just like that he was gone again. They were afraid to trust him, but the prospect of eating something overrode their instincts. 

 Olik returned with enough food to feed four ordinary men and gave them half of it. “But there’s a cost. Youse have to tell me your names and where you’re from.” Between mouthfuls, the gutter rats’ story came out. When the meal and the story were over, Olik gave them one of his blankets. 

 “I’ll have Sturo make another bed and a coupla chairs. I’ll talk to my friend’s da about jobs, cause I can’t support youse, but youse can stay here as long as youse like. Don’t try stealing in Port Buxaca, you’ll regret it. You’ll always have enough to eat and now you got a roof over your heads, so there’s no need for it anyway. Youse want to steal or hurt people, you gotta join a Crew. Me and my friends are forming a new Crew; youse can join us.” 

 “Thank you, Olik. We have to think about it.” 

 “Yeah, thanks for everything. We been running so long and now you gave us a place to sleep and jobs and food—” 

 “Hey, I’m sorry. It’s just that we’ve been planning this for so long I thought…Well. Youse haven’t even met my friends yet! I won’t bring it up again. You make your own decision—later. Not everybody here wants to go to sea. I’m going to sleep.” 

 The next morning the boys were introduced to Danno Pizi. The first thing he asked, after he learned their names, was if they were hungry. He didn’t even wait for an answer, but led them straight to the kitchen. 

 “I’ve hired you some help, dear,” he said to the woman making eggs. There was another woman frying bacon. The smell of fresh bread was overpowering—loaf after loaf lay on one counter. The woman he’d addressed was slightly plump and had gray streaks in her hair. 

 Her eyes were dark and friendly and she smiled sweetly at them. “Eggs this morning boys. Be ready in a few more minutes. No one goes hungry at the Dalarian Arms. Then I’ll put you to work. Scrubbing pots and washing dishes is hot and tedious, so you’ll eat first. Fetch yourselves some milk from the cellar—over there—then sit down at that counter. There’s also coffee, tea, orange juice, apple juice and even small beer, if that’s what you’re used to.” With that she turned back to her eggs. Danno told them that they were to do as she said and left. 

 Breakfast was delicious, even more so to Finve and Samdin, who hadn’t had eggs for quite some time. The work was as hot and tedious as they’d been told. As fast as something was cleaned and put on the rack, either Stess Pizi or the other woman picked it up again. Breakfast was served right up until noon. Lunch was their choice of beef stew, pork roast or chicken pot pie. Even when they’d had homes they had never seen so much food in one place. 

 “I didn’t think there were this many people staying in the inn,” Finve complained, as he finished scrubbing the same pot for the fifth time. 

 “There aren’t,” said Stess Pizi. “Everyone on this island tries to eat here at least one meal a month. And those who can afford it come every day. We do a fair business with overnight guests, and my husband serves quite a bit of the beer and wine and spirits but most of our income comes from this kitchen.” 

 Finve could well believe it. Dinner was even better than lunch had been, and attracted a much larger crowd as well. The two women stopped cooking at eight in the evening, but the dish and pot cleaning continued for another full hour. Finve and Samdin were tired, but their bellies were full and they would be paid at the end of the week. 

 They met Olik’s carpenter friend Sturo, who could take a handful of nails and some scrap wood and turn it into furniture. Brog was a novelty—neither of the Tayans had ever seen a free Clav. Arno was a gambler and Drac showed them the flag he’d designed. The Bando brothers were polite but didn’t speak much. 

 The Chain Islander who was to be the captain of their Crew was charismatic and full of plans for their soon to be realized wealth and fame, which they could share in. His name was Afnir. The sailor called Dason was funny and likable, but without the driving force of Afnir. Ellor took them on their first trip to Cat House Row. He knew all the girls by name. There were two more that hadn’t come back from sea yet: Chos was part of StrongArm’s Crew, and Sako was Navigator for a Kimbulan runner. 

 Nobody knew when StrongArm was coming home, but Sako’s ship was due in two more weeks. Then they would go to Castle Heights and ask Captain Anford’s permission to form their own Crew under the Black Flag Society. That was fine by the Tayan orphans. Now that they had enough to eat and a home and friends, they were tired of being scullions. 
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 The Hack and Slash came in late one night, and the town seemed to get rowdier. StrongArm’s men were everywhere, determined to spend all of their wealth as quickly as possible. Chos gave a big handful of gold to Ellor and was full of tales from his cruise. They’d captured and ransomed Captain Winois of Agresia! That name was known and respected even in Gateway. 

 Finve and Samdin informed the Pizis of their plan to join the new Crew, and were released from their job without recriminations. Danno had already found replacements who wanted to learn what Safa could teach them. 

 Then the Breeze came in and they finally met Sako. All they knew of him was what they’d heard—various stories involving a four on one duel with Hangmen at the Tradewinds. 

 He seemed both more and less than what they’d imagined. For one thing, he was much smaller than they’d been led to believe, but his stance and eyes showed that he was capable of the feats attributed to him. He was polite but restrained, and didn’t smile much. Sako had been in port for two days before the group got an appointment to meet with Captain Anford. 
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 A few hours before noon, they gathered on the steps of Castle Heights; barbered, bathed and dressed in their best. Afnir and Chos were armed with cutlasses and Sako wore an antique Tayan Infantry officer’s sword, but none of the others had more than a knife. Ellor carried a bag of coin, all the group could muster. It was a large amount, unless one intended to purchase a ship with it. Afnir carried their petition and Drac held the flag he’d designed which they’d dubbed the Bloody Smile. 

 They were admitted by an old, evil-eyed sailor with one leg. Afnir stated their business and gave him the petition. 

 “Wait here,” was all he said to the boys. ‘Here’ was a grand entry hall. The floor was marble and smooth as glass. On one wall hung every flag flown by the Societies present and prior, and dominating that display was Anford’s personal banner, a blue-eyed skull over crossed cutlasses on black. 

 The opposite wall held captured flags from every nation, some quite badly torn. There were paintings and statues and sculptures on display, and a rack of swords taken from captains who’d run afoul of Captain Anford when he himself had roved the Buxacan Sea. On a display by itself was a one twelfth scale model of the Rose of Rumtown. 

 The young men had just enough time to take it all in before the one-legged sailor returned. “Come with me.” 

 “Not much of a conversationalist,” Dason whispered. 

 “He doesn’t have to be,” said Afnir. “He was part of Anford’s original Crew.” 

 “I’ve seen him at the Arms a lot,” Sako said. “His friends call him Half-tongue, because he speaks so little.” 

 Dason smiled at him. “Every time I’m ready to give you a name like that, you say something. Maybe we should call you ‘Threequarter-tongue.” 

 “His sword talks for him,” Sev said. “But his conversation is too sharp for most of us.” 

 Dol chuckled and said, “Swordtongue!” 

 Sako gave the brothers a withering look and breathed a patient sigh, then smacked Dason on the back of his head playfully. 

 “Ow!” 

 “I’m sorry,” said Sako. “Was I speaking too loud for you?” 

 Half-tongue ignored the by-play as he led them up a flight of stairs. He managed very well on his sturdy peg. 

 “That’s ivory!” Drac said to Thard. 

 “His clothes are of the finest, too. He’s no servant, that one.” 

 Everything they’d seen so far spoke of vast wealth. The walls were plastered and painted well. They had yet to see a crack or even a cobweb. The staircase didn’t creak. Half-tongue opened a beautifully carved door without knocking and ushered them in. 

 This room was light and airy, with open windows on all sides. It could have been an audience hall, a conference room or a dining chamber. The Captain himself sat at the head of a massive table. 

  Like Half-tongue, he was dressed in the finest of clothes, though his shoes were worn. Captain Anford’s hair was uncombed and he was more unshaven than bearded. He smoked a pipe made of walnut with an ivory mouthpiece as he read something. The Captain was wearing a fine pair of spectacles, which he removed as they entered the room. His eyes were indeed as blue as any Clav’s. It was rumored that one of his grandparents had been a slave in Taya. 

 “Take your seats, lads.” His presence and automatic assumption of command had them scrambling to obey. “No one sits at my table without a drink in his hand, see?” He looked at Ellor. “That carafe is water, since I hear you don’t drink.” Anford smiled at Ellor’s surprise. “I know each and every one of youse, see?” He sat back and puffed contentedly on his pipe. “There’s ash bowls for those of youse who want ‘em, see?” He looked at each hand in turn before he spoke again. “A pair of orphans and a leg-breaker from my bother’s gambling house, an accounter, a surgeon, a navigator. Carpenter, sailmaker, chandler’s son, shepherd and four able hands. How many more hands do you have?” 

 “Uh…this…is all of us, Captain,” Afnir replied. 

 “Fifteen? What will youse attack: rowboats? I thought youse wanted to become a Crew, see? You got enough to work one watch of a brig—if youse were a merchant crew! Well? You look like you want to say something, Sanfora. Out with it, see?” 

 “Sir, we…uh…were planning to recruit more hands, b-but we, ah, needed a ship first. Who would, uh…join our Crew if we, ah, had no ship? We’d be laughed at—” 

 “And young salts would rather die than be laughed at. Well youse take on a Jono runner with only fifteen men and youse’ll do just that, see?” 

  Anford paused to relight his pipe. “It’s a poor Captain as doesn’t know what his hands are about, see? But I can help youse with manning your ship. There’s some Featherheads as want to leave and form their own Crew as well, but they’re not enough, see? “There’s eighteen of them. Thirty-three is still a small crew, but I seen smaller do okay. Let me see your flag.” Sturo and Drac shook it out and held it up. “So that’s the Bloody Smile. Gory looking thing, but that’s the point, see? 

 “As it happens, The Black Flag Society could use another ship. There’s too many Reds, see? I’m willing to front youse the cost of a brig at five percent a year. Now you can use your own savings to fit her out, see? And the Featherheads, they got some money too. Man in charge of them is Hargen Stowe. He was the Boatswain from the Falcon. An election for captain puts him in charge, see. 

 “To my thinking, he’s a better choice than your own—more experience commanding men at sea, but youse do what youse think best.” Anford gave up on his pipe, tapped it out and packed it afresh. “Sanfora, you still got ambitions of being captain, you watch Stowe and learn from him. I served under four captains before I was elected, see? Or, you don’t got the patience for that, you could try your luck in Rumtown, but none of those scum got the gold to make you as generous an offer, see? My way youse double the size of your Crew, youse got a ship and your own flag—What do you say, lad?” 

 Afnir looked at his friends. They looked as eager as he felt. “Yes sir! We’ll take your deal, Captain. We’ll make you proud!” 

 “Don’t make me proud, make me money, see? The Burners brought in a little brig three days ago. You’ve seen her, Alsi. The Bellflower.” Anford dipped pen in ink and wrote out a quick note, to which he added a wax seal with an impression of his ring. 

 “Now, ten percent of every haul comes to me, see? Same as any other Crew. And I’ll expect a payment on the ship every time youse come in. You’ll see Tergel for that, see? Take this note to my brother, downstairs and right to the end of the hall, then take it to harbormaster Orange. Stowe and his men will be aboard at first light. Fair winds to you lads.” 

  The Smilers were effusive in their thanks as they left to follow his instructions. 

 The new Crew waited outside impatiently for Ellor to finish his arrangements with Tergel Anford. 

 Afnir wanted answers. “Anybody know anything about this Stowe?” No one did. “Dason, talk to some Featherheads, see what you can find out about him and his men. Arno, find out what, if any, provisions and arms they’ve purchased and buy us enough to last four weeks, plus some powder and shot.” 

 “Yeah, yeah,” they said in unison. 

 “Everybody come to the Arms for dinner tonight,” said Sako. “My parents want to give us a nice sendoff. I think I’ll go look at the Bellflower, then we’ll share what we’ve learned at dinner.” 

 Ellor came out, clutching the notes given him by the brothers Anford. “It’s ours, or will be. But I hate starting a venture like this in debt.” Several of the others agreed. 

 “We’ve been through this,” Afnir said with exaggerated patience. “Even if we had enough to buy the ship outright, we still wouldn’t have sufficient to buy even a week’s worth of food.” 

 “Couldn’t we just get provisions from the ships we take?” asked Brog. 

 “Sure we could, and will, but what if it takes two weeks to find a prize?” said Afnir. “Go without food for a week and see how well you can fight, then!” 

 “Like fighting drunk, only worse,” said Samdin. 

 “Dizzy and weak, you’d get knocked down by one punch,” Finve added. 

 “Could be, they’d take us, and then it’s the rope for the Smilers.” 

 “All right,” said Ellor. “You’ve made your point. I don’t have to like it though.” 

 “Pack your seabags and say goodbye to those you love, men,” Afnir commanded. “Tomorrow night we’ll be at sea!” 




  

 19
 Hargen Stowe 
 

 “Pass the lamb down this way.” 

 “Want more wine?” 

 “Slide the butter dish a little closer, will you?” 

 To the surprise of the Smilers, Danno and Safa had reserved the upstairs dining room exclusively for them. Not only that, the meal was half price. The senior Pizis didn’t necessarily approve of their plans, but they would hope for the best. 

 The table didn’t quite groan under the weight of the feast, but it came close. To start, there was a macaroni dish with hot tomato sauce (a traditional Dalarian plate) served with a hard, dry, salty cheese grated fine. Meat courses were small tender steaks of beef, lamb chops, smoked ham and three chickens, each cooked a different way. Fish courses were swordfish, flatfish rolled around crabmeat, Sako’s favorite soup (clam), and a full gross of steamed clams. Two kinds of beans, broccoli with cheese sauce, potatoes, and peas sautéed with mushrooms and onions rounded out the fare. 

 Just in case that weren’t enough, there were also several long loaves of the hard, crusty brick-oven bread that went with every meal in a Dalarian household. To quench their thirst were a half dozen bottles of wine and a keg of expensive and rare Vakgennir Stout. (The keg was still being awaited eagerly by a Sevulian baron). 

 Dason was the last to arrive and hastened to fill his plate and catch up with the others. After the dishes had been cleared away, the ash bowls and spittoons were put out and every man but Ellor held a tumbler of the smoky clear rum of Ressatta, Afnir called them to order and asked for the reports. 

 Sako went first. “The Bellflower is a tight, trim little brig. I didn’t find any rot and the suite of sails is in good shape. Ownership papers say she’s only three years old, built in Gateway. She has ten guns and a swivel on the foredeck. She could stand some fresh paint and the captain’s cabin smells of cat piss. There’s another small cabin aft with four bunks and hooks for thirty hammocks forward. Bowsprit is cracked but it’s been lash repaired. Galley’s been cleaned out; no pots or pans or anything. She’s also missing her anchor and starboard running lantern.” 

 “How about the pumps and hoses?” asked Sturo. 

 “Sorry. Forgot to check them.” 

 “Sako! They’re pretty important.” 

 Sako shrugged apologetically. “Forgot, I said. Bilges were dryer than on the Breeze, anyway.” 

 “That’s good enough,” Afnir said. “Dason, what’d you find out?” 

 “Hargen Stowe was the Falcon’s boatswain for the last two cruises. He’s about forty, a hard drinker and a bit of a bully. I got the impression,” Dason said with a smile, “That Captain Argi and most of the rest of the Featherheads aren’t sorry he’s leaving. As for the men, all I got were a few names and fewer details. A man called Clenchjaw was second gunner on the Hawk, the rest are just able hands from either the Hawk or the Falcon.” 

 “I wasn’t expecting anyone from the Eagle,” said Ellor. 

 “You’re joking, right?” Sturo added. 

 “Belay that!” said Afnir. “Go on.” 

 “Tirpa Ackel speaks Alarfaji and Clavvish,” Dason continued. “Buck Pall is a notorious liar, and not the funny kind that just tells stories, either. If you’ve done it, he’s done it better. If you’ve got one, he’s got three.” 

 “I hate that kind,” said Ellor. 

 “The rest is just names: Nitch, Forkbeard, Balgo and Chos, who’s going to be the Mate. As far as I could find, there’s no navigator, surgeon, carpenter or accounter. They know they’re getting us, but I haven’t heard any inquiries about us or our skills. Almost like they’re not even interested.” 

 “We don’t know much about them and they know nothing of us,” said Afnir. “Sounds like a great way to form a Crew.” 

 “Is anyone else thinking about that proverb about getting what you wish for?” Thard asked. 

 “We’ll make do,” said the irrepressible Dason. “We’re the Smilers! They are too, they just don’t know it yet.” 

 Samdin caught Finve’s eye across the table. They were barely accepted by this group—how would they fit in with the rest of the Crew? Finve appeared to have the same doubts, but he kept them to himself. 
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 The boys arrived en masse at the Bellflower a half hour after sunrise only to find it already occupied. Unfamiliar sailors were loading provisions, supplies and personal belongings in a haphazard and disorderly fashion. One man sat in a padded armchair near the dockside rail of the helmdeck. He wore the fancy dress coat of an Agresian merchant captain and a checkered headcloth. Another man lounged against the rail next to him. Work slowed as Afnir led his friends up the gangplank and stopped at a bellow from the man in the coat. 

 “Here now! Youse know better than to board a ship uninvited! Get back dockside and request permission to board, dammit!” 

 The man next to him giggled. 

 Afnir dropped his seabag to the deck. A few moments later, everyone else followed his example. 

 “Since when does a hand need permission to board his own ship?” he demanded. “We’re part owners and have as much right as any man here.” 

 “You staps are the ones joinin’ my Crew?” The man hawked and spat over the rail. Afnir and his friends noted that the fancy coat was dirty and torn. His feet were also dirty. In spite of his appearance, he eyed them with drunken contempt. “Sorriest lot of sea-virgins I ever seen. Whatcha think, Chos?” 

 The hand lounging on the rail spat tobacco juice accurately overboard and took a swig from the rum bottle he held before answering: “Might be good for deck swabbin’. Or cannon fodder.” 

 The man in the chair grunted and took the bottle from Chos. “All right then. Line up here while I decide if I’m gonna keep any of youse. I’m Captain Stowe, and don’t you forget it.” 

 “With all due respect, Captain,” Afnir said deferentially. “You’ll keep us all or none. Captain Anford said—” 

 “Baz Anford will get his ten percent, same as always. But aboard my ship, he doesn’t say a word about who I have!” He took another drink and gave the bottle back to the Mate. “Now, you what thinks he’s in charge—name!” 

 “Afnir Sanfora.” In one stride Stowe loomed over the younger man. Without warning, his fist lashed out and Afnir was driven to his knees with a split lip. “You call me sir! I’m the Captain! You! Yes you—name!” 

 “S-s-s-Samdin S-s-s-Speer, s-sir.” 

 “How long at sea, boy?” 

 “A coup—couple of m-months, sir.” 

 “AS WHAT? Speak boy, or so help me…” Stowe took a step toward the cringing boy. 

 “As-as-as a stowaway, sir!” 

 Hargen’s men erupted in laughter. Even most of Afnir’s friends had to smile, but Hargen Stowe was not amused. “A VALLING STOWAWAY!” 

 Afnir wondered if anyone in Port Buxaca hadn’t heard that, but Stowe rounded on him. “What kind of worthless stut you bring on my ship, Sanfora? Bilge scrapings, the lot of them!” 

  Afnir had had enough. He wiped the blood from his mouth and stood. “Fine. I’ll take my ‘bilge scrapings’ and go. We’ll get our money back from Tergil and find another ship. I’m sure youse’ll do well without a navigator or surgeon. A fine Crew like this, you don’t need a carpenter or accounter, either!” Afnir raised his voice and addressed the watching hands. “Stessaca take the lot of you! May you sail straight into a Tayan man-o-war!” 

 He picked up his seabag and started for the gangplank. In spite of their disappointment, his friends reached for their gear and prepared to follow. A tall, bald hand stepped in front of Afnir, his hands out in a supplicating gesture. “Captain…” 

 Stowe’s color faded from purple back to bright red. He flopped back into his armchair. “All right then. Hold fast. Last chance. You.” 

 “Dason Nive at your service, sir. Two years on the Flatfish as an able hand.” Dason flashed his most winning smile. 

 “And you, Sanfora? How many years and what ship?” 

 “Two years on the Lady of Bilitown, Captain. And one more on the Pelican.” 

 “That’s a better attitude, tar. Facepainters, eh? All right then, youse can stay. Next!” 

 After Stowe had sorted out who was who, they were told to stack their gear along the opposite rail and help with the loading. Since this was not a merchant runner and they had no schedule to keep, there was no real rush. Tirpa, the boatswain, seemed to know his job, but only had monosyllables for Afnir’s friends. In fact, none of Stowe’s men even so much as introduced themselves. 

 By midafternoon the Bellflower was ready for sea, but they had over an hour to wait for the next tide. Stowe renamed the brig Merciless and sent Forkbeard over the side in a sling to paint the name. Thard, Ellor and Sako headed aft with their gear, but were confronted by Chos. He stopped them with a hand on Sako’s chest 

 “Where you think you’re going?” 

 “To stow our gear,” Sako replied quietly. 

 “Cabin’s full. I don’t care if youse think you’re officers; your place is forward.” 

  In the crew’s quarters, they found that Stowe’s men had taken the port side. They strung their hammocks and stowed their gear on the starboard side with their friends. There were several minutes of uncomfortable silence. 

 Dason, ever the diplomat, stepped right up to one of the port watch. “My name is Dason.” He’d picked the bald man who’d stopped Afnir from leaving. 

 The sailor just looked at the offered hand. “Kostek.” 

 “How long do you think the captain will be angry about having us forced on him, as he seems to think?” 

 Kostek almost smiled, then lowered his heavy brows in a scowl. “Decades. Or until you tars prove yourselves.” 

 “Just give us a chance—wait till we’re at sea. You’ll know our worth then.” 

 “Maybe,” Kostek snorted. “Youse gotta pass shakedown first.” He turned his attention away. It was clearly a dismissal. Most of the starboard watch wandered back to the weatherdeck. Afnir found Thard and Sako smoking by the mainmast. 

 “Not only are there more of them,” Thard was saying, “But they have more experience than we do. Stut! Half of us have never worked a deck, and half of those have never even stood on a deck!” 

 “So we make sure we pair experienced hands with each of our virgins,” suggested Sako. “Put Brog and Olik with the Bandos, Samdin with Dason, Finve with Afnir and Arno with Chos Tavven. A willingness to learn and work hard will go along way with the port watch men.” 

 “What about Drac and Sturo?” 

 “They know their way around a ship.” 

 “At sea?” 

 “Things will work out.” 

 “Not with that drunken lout in charge,” Afnir said quietly. “Youse both know a bully captain can ruin virgin sailors more thoroughly than a storm. Chos and Tirpa aren’t much better.” 

 Thard disagreed. “It will be those who have been on other ships who will take it the hardest. We know how we should be treated—the virgins don’t. They won’t have any idea that anything’s amiss.” 

 When the Merciless put out, the starboard watch learned exactly how the cruise was going to go for them. 

 “Starboard watch, get aloft!” Stowe bellowed. Apparently it was the only mode of speech he could produce. Chos stormed along the deck, a length of knotted rope in his hand. Anyone Stowe pointed at collected a lash. Some got extra. 

 Of the starboard watch, only Thard and Sako had time to note that the port watch continued at their previous tasks. Balgo was at the helm, Forkbeard and Tirpa coiled the lines that had held them to the dock. The rest lounged, diced and drank. Thard drifted to the rail and took out his favorite pipe, only to lose it overboard as Chos’ rope-end snapped at his hand. 

 “Get aloft, you piece of stut!” the Mate snarled. 

 “But I’m the surg—” snap. Thard put his sore hand on his sore shoulder and stared in shock as the rope-end whistled in for a third time. Chos didn’t need to keep lashing at Thard to get him to scramble for the lines, but he continued to do so until the surgeon was out of reach. 

  Sako, unaware of the action behind him, reported to Captain Stowe most formally. “Where would you like to cruise, sir? I’ll set a course to get us on-station in the shortest possible time.” Sako hoped he didn’t sound too false. He wasn’t good at groveling. 

 With a wordless shout of rage, Stowe kicked Sako between the legs and smashed him in the jaw with his rum bottle. Sako went to his knees. Dazed and gasping, he listened as Stowe told him with much vilification that any idiot could see they were sailing to the west, he didn’t need a navigator to tell him so, why wasn’t he aloft as ordered and on into incoherent growling until Chos arrived and ‘helped’ Sako to the nearest shrouds. Even with a high percentage of sea-virgins handling the sails, Merciless managed to leave Swag Island in her wake. 
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 Aboard the Merciless

 

 It was two weeks before the Smilers even so much as spotted another sail. They gave chase for several hours, only to discover that the stranger was flying Kimbulan colors, and therefore not a target. Cursing roundly, a for once sober Stowe ordered a continuation of their westward voyage. It would be two more weeks before they found another ship. 

 For the young tars of the starboard watch, it was a month of pure hell. Instead of alternating watches with the port watch men, which would have been normal, Afnir and his friends stood all but two watches—the afternoon and second dogwatch. Working eighteen hours a day for a month, even Finve and Samdin became hardened fair weather sailors. 

 Sore and tired from the hard work, the men of the starboard watch were also bruised from the constant attention of Chos and Stowe. Thard and the other ‘officers’ were merely deckhands to Stowe and his men. Sturo made no repairs; in fact his tools had been appropriated by Forkbeard. Sako had no idea where they were and Ellor suspected that Stowe would do his own accounting, if they ever were fortunate enough to find and take a prize. One morning before sunrise, Chos Tavven broke two fingers when Finve released a line too early. Thard was not permitted to set them until they were off watch. 

 The port watch never spoke to the starboard except for instructions or insults, usually together. Kostek was coldly neutral, as were Nitch and Tirpa. Unlike the captain and the mate, Tirpa actually waited for a hand to make a mistake before resorting to his rope and pretended not to notice if an exhausted man moved a little more slowly to obey an order. 

 Then there was Clenchjaw, the gunner. He didn’t appear to speak to anyone at all. Afnir, Sako and Dason did their best to keep up morale, but it was a losing battle. 

 “Things will change once we get a prize,” Dason kept saying. “Just you wait.” 

 Finally they encountered a runner called the Tiger Lily, from Jonos. Runners from that kingdom were the least favorite prey of the sailors of enterprise. Kimbulans were immune from the Brotherhoods, but they routinely fought off Rumtowners and other unaligned pirates. Only Spiderhead had ever taken a Kimbulan. But Jono ships would usually fight when ships from other nations would flee or surrender. 

 Tiger Lily  was no exception. Not long after Stowe had ordered the Bloody Smile hoisted, she turned and fired an eight-gun broadside. One of the balls took out the first gun on the starboard side. Ellor, Dol, Buck and Nitch disappeared in a welter of blood and debris. The rest of the round shot went high and damaged sails and rigging. 

 The two ships traded broadsides a few more times and the sailors of enterprise gave better than they got. Finally the Tiger Lily lost a mast and the Smilers fouled the two ships and boarded. The Jonos continued to fight. At one point Brog was surrounded and had to be rescued by Afnir and Olik, as none of the port watch men moved to help. At nearly the same time, Sako and Dason cut their way through a ring of men on the helmdeck to save Balgo from certain death. 

 When the battle ended, there were eighteen Jonos alive, ten unwounded. The Smilers had one dead and four wounded. Dol Bando had been killed outright in the first salvo that had destroyed the forward starboard gun. Ellor’s back was broken, Buck had a broken hand and Nitch had multiple large splinter wounds. Balgo had been slashed across the chest. Thard did what he could for each, with Kostek’s help. The port watchmen would recover, but Ellor Dayne would never walk again. 

 The Smilers took their time looting, and stripped the Tiger Lily clean. When they had taken what they wanted, they left the Jonos aboard and set her adrift. Hargen Stowe stood at the forward edge of the helmdeck with a stolen bottle of Sevulian burgundy, Chos by his side. “To victory!” he bellowed. The port watch cheered enthusiastically, the starboard watch a little less so. 

 “I estimate our haul at five hundred Tayan crowns,” he announced. “According to the custom of the Featherheads we used to be, the total is two hundred shares. Fifty crowns is reserved for Cap’n Anford. That’s twenty shares.” Stowe paused to take a healthy slug of wine. “Ten shares goes to me; I’m the captain! Each officer gets two shares: that’s five crowns to Chos, five to Tirpa and five to Clenchjaw. Balgo gets a share and a half—he held the Lily’s helmdeck by himself and dropped six men unaided!” 

 Balgo strutted as the port watch cheered. Sako and Dason stared in openmouthed shock. Stowe smiled and took another drink. 

 “Full hands get a full share each. That’s two and a half crowns! Not bad for an hours’ work eh, lads?” The port watch cheered again. The starboard watch was silent. “Finally, a fifth of a share to each of our brave boys from the starboard watch, and the rest goes to ship’s fund.” 

 Afnir stood up with an angry look on his face. “Why are we entitled to only a fifth of a share?” he demanded. 

 “Say ‘sir’, damn your eyes! I’m the captain!” 

 “Sir,” Afnir spat. “Why?” 

 “Because on my ship, not a swingin’ stap of youse has proven himself!” He took another huge swallow that emptied the bottle. “Five battles, then youse get full shares.” 

 Stowe’s face was beginning to turn red, but Afnir wasn’t done. “What about the officers from the starboard watch? Is that a fifth of an officer’s share?” 

 “NO! If any one of them was worth a stut, I might.” 

 “Sir,” said Thard. “Are you saying that I’ve been of no use in the aftermath of this action?” 

 “That’s right, boy!” 

 “Then, sir, I hope that Nitch’s wounds don’t fester, because he’ll need a surgeon’s attention, and that’s a fact!” Thard sat back down. 

 “If the starboard watch is done whining, there’s work to do! I’m the captain and my word is final! We’ll be sailing to the southeast. Move!” 

 “All right boys,” said Chos, as he took out his rope. “You heard him! Let’s get those lines spliced, sew up the holes in the sails, and we got a bulkhead to fix!” 

 Repairs took two hours, and a half hour after that Sev called down a sighting from the masthead. 

 “Where?” Chos called back. Stowe was drinking in his cabin. 

 “Dead astern!” 

 “Tirpa…” 

 “On my way.” Tirpa went below, retrieved his telescope and climbed the mizzen rigging within a minute. Sev pointed and the boatswain raised his glass. “She’s big,” he reported. “And coming on under full sail. I’m thinking it’s a frigate giving chase!” 

 “Must’ve found the Tiger Lily,” Chos said to Afnir, who was on the whipstaff. 

 “If so, we should have seen her while we were looting.” 

 “Well, I wasn’t looking, were you?” 

 “No.” 

 “Frigates are fast. We can see her so I don’t think we’ll outrun her. Stut!” Chos raised his voice. “All hands aloft, break out all sail! Kostek! Go wake up the captain. Helm, bring her a few points to starboard.” 

 Kostek was almost at the companionway when Hargen Stowe stumbled up, staggered to the lee rail and vomited overboard. 

 Tirpa slid down a stay and jumped lightly to the helmdeck. He handed his telescope to the captain. 

 “What’s on?” 

 “Frigate giving chase.” 

 “To be this close now, they had to’ve seen us at the Tiger Lily,” Chos said, as Stowe looked through the glass. 

 “Meaning they won’t be fooled by Kimbulan colors,” Stowe finished sourly. “How long do we have?” 

 “Two hours at the most, I make it.” It was three hours to sundown. “I was figuring to run before the wind as long as we could, then turn and start tacking and wait for sundown. Maybe we can sail closer to it than him, then douse all lights and switch to the other tack.” Chos spat out his quid and cut himself a fresh one. 

 “Sounds good to me,” said Stowe. “I’m goin’ to the head.” He left and Chos lifted the telescope again. 

 “I think she’s a Jono. That’s worse than the Tayans you wished on us a few weeks ago, Sanfora.” 

 “I spoke in heat, sir.” 

 “You got balls, boy, and you’re not a half bad sailor, but none of that will do a damn bit of good when we gotta face his broadside.” 

 The Merciless ran as hard as she could, but it was like a crab evading a shark. Their best chance of escape would be in shoal waters too shallow for the warship, but the water was blue from horizon to horizon. She was in signal range much sooner than the Smilers had hoped. 

 “Deck! Signal from the frigate!” Sev called. 

 Chos examined the other ships flags through the telescope. “Her Majesty’s Frigate Sword’s Edge. No quarter for pirates,” he reported. 

 “Stessaca laughs at us,” Stowe muttered. “That’s Valmed! Clenchjaw! Double load all with grape and chain and run ‘em out! Let’s see if we can slow him some!” 

 Clenchjaw nodded and started pointing, wordlessly directing hands to the guns. 

 “Deck! She’s running out her guns and altering course!” 

 “Yeah, Bando! I see it.” 

 The Sword’s Edge was turning into the wind to present her starboard broadside to the stern of the brig. 

 “Hard to starboard! Port guncrews aloft! Clenchjaw, fire as you bear!” 

 The Merciless completed her turn first. 

 Clenchjaw waited for a crest, then, “FIRE!” 

 The brig rocked as the entire battery belched flame and smoke. Three sailors were blasted out of the rigging, several sails were holed and a jibsail flew as a stay was parted, but the frigate barely shuddered. 

 Stowe shouted orders to the topmen as Afnir strained to bring the helm about with Chos’ help. 

 The pirate captain meant to come about to bring his portside guns into play, as well as narrow their silhouette for the Jono gunners. There was a tense few moments as the Merciless was stern-on to the frigate—a raking barrage from twenty-two guns could spell the end for the Smilers. But the Jonos missed their chance and Clenchjaw was running out the port guns before the Sword’s Edge fired. 

 Most of the shot splashed harmlessly, but not all. Several balls struck at or near the waterline, smashing timbers and planking. One actually breached the hull above the waterline. Tirpa shouted for hands to man the pumps as the gunner prepared to fire. Though his battery had only five guns, Clenchjaw’s skill was such that he shredded the frigate’s spanker. The top four feet of the Edge’s mizzen crashed down, fouling several sheets. The frigate slowed and floundered as her captain tried to bring her back around to continue the chase. 

 Another broadside boomed out but did minimal damage as the brig was at the edge of gun range. Clenchjaw had earned them a respite. 

 Stowe studied the Sword’s Edge through the telescope. “He’s a little slower now, but we’re still no match for his speed.” He glanced at the sky. “Wind’s freshening.” 

 “Don’t know if that’ll help us,” said Chos. “But it’ll definitely help him.” 

 “Not if we’re tacking. Who’s hurt?” 

 “Forkbeard, Alsi and Nive got splinter wounds. Jinsen’s got it under control.” 

 Stowe nodded.”Bring us to as tight a starboard tack as she’ll bear. Maybe we can gain some room.” 

 “Yeah yeah, sir!” Twice more they took hits from the Jonos before the sun set. The stern was breached by three more balls and three feet of the taffrail were blown away, but miraculously, no one was killed. In these tropical latitudes, there was very little twilight. Stowe turned due south and forbade smoking. After a full watch, they came about to the east and ran under full sail until dawn. 
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 Gull Stut Island 
 

 At sunrise, there was no frigate in sight. They were also completely lost. Sail was shortened and Sako was summoned to the helmdeck. Captain Stowe was already drunk. 

 “Where are we, boy?” he asked when Sako arrived. 

 “I have no idea, sir.” Sako was stiffly correct in his bearing. 

 “We need to find out.” 

 “Sounds like you need a navigator.” 

 “Don’t mock me, Pizi,” Stowe roared. “I’m not in the mood! Now do what you need to, to fix our position!” 

 “A navigator could fix our position by the end of the watch, sir. But I’m just a hand of the starboard watch.” 

 “Damn your eyes! You do it now! I’m the captain!” 

 Sako just stared at him. “I know you’re the captain. You tell us three times a watch.” 

 Stowe went from red to purple and threw a punch at Sako. The young hand had expected that and ducked under it. Howling a steady stream of invective, Stowe began to flail drunkenly at Sako. He managed to avoid or block most of the blows and made no attempt to strike back. 

 Suddenly Stowe had Sako by the throat and threw him to the deck. He grabbed a marlinspike and smashed Sako in the head. No longer struggling, Sako felt himself dragged to the mizzenmast. He was propped up with his face to it and his hands were quickly lashed on the far side. Stowe drew his knife and cut Sako’s shirt open, baring his back. Work slowed as the Smilers saw what was happening on the helmdeck. 

 The captain drew a cat-o-nine tails from his coat pocket and began whipping Sako as hard as he could. Tirpa ran aft and Kostek ran below while everyone else stared in shock. Kostek soon returned with a groggy Chos and the two officers managed to drag Stowe away from his victim. 

 Kostek and Thard cut Sako down and carried him below. Thard surveyed the damage after they had laid him out on the surgeon’s table. Only the first five or six strokes had left stripes from each individual tail. After that blood had matted the strands together and the wounds from the combined tails were far worse. Thard treated and dressed the wounds, slipped a pillow under Sako’s face and let him sleep. 

 Silence reigned on deck. When some of the sails started luffing, everyone noticed. Buck quickly made the necessary helm correction, but the spell had been broken. The first man-made sound after Sako’s screams came from the last man anyone expected to say anything. 

 “Not good,” said Clenchjaw. “Navy discipline. Was in navy, jumped ship. No more cat.” He picked up the whip and threw it overboard. “Never again cat on ship.” 

 Dason was the first man Thard saw as he returned to the weatherdeck. 

 “How is he?” 

 “It’s bad. Could go either way.” Thard looked up and repeated himself at volume for the whole Crew. 

 “That’s it?” said Afnir. 

 “If he lasts the night…his chances improve.” 

 “All right, spectacle’s over!” said Nitch, as he came back up from below. Chos and Stowe were nowhere to be seen. “I got mastheads and hull repairs for anyone needs a job. Back to work alla youse!” 

 “For what?” Afnir wanted to know. “A fifth of a share?” He jumped from the main shrouds to the deck. “The opportunity to get hurt or even killed by that drunken son of a whore every time he loses his temper?” The other sailors of the starboard watch started to join him as he walked aft. 

 “That’s your captain you’re talking about!” Buck shouted from the whipstaff. 

 “A fifth is all youse’re worth till you’ve proven yourselves. It’s the rules. Now youse get—” 

 “Whose rules?” Dason asked. “None of us voted on the rules.” 

 “I sailed with StrongArm when he captured and ransomed Captain Winois, and I got a full share,” Chos Tavven said. 

 “And Afnir sailed three cruises with the Facepainters!” Dason had the wind in his sails now. “Full shares on the first two and a double share on his last. Thard got an officer’s share from the Knifehands; you’re alive right now due to his skills! So whose rules are they?” 

 “Featherhead rules,” said Nitch. 

 “Do we have a Feathered Skull flag aboard?” Afnir asked softly. 

 “It’s not even red,” said Drac. “I thought we were Smilers. I thought we’d have a say. I—” 

 “ENOUGH!” Nitch raised his rope threateningly. “Get back to your posts!” 

 Olik shoved his way through his friends until he towered over Nitch. “You snap that valling rope at anyone here and I’ll tie it around your stap and drag you up to a masthead.” 

 Nitch stepped back nervously, switching the rope to his left hand as his right moved toward his blade. Olik saw, and shifted his weight, preparing to lunge. 

 “Avast that nonsense!” Tirpa had returned from below and stepped deftly in between Nitch and Olik, facing the larger man. “You starboard tars are off-watch! Get below! We’re still underweigh. Quarrels are waiting until portcall!” 

 Afnir and his friends didn’t move. 

 “Why are you boys still on deck? I’m telling you you’re off duty for the next two watches! Getting some rest.” 

 Tensions eased as first one, then another of the starboard watch looked down. They shuffled below as ordered. The enforced rest, though welcome, did little to improve morale. Instead, it gave the starboard watch extra time to grumble and plot. 

 Three days later, Sako walked stiffly up the ladder into the sunlight. Drac had sewn his shirt, but he still couldn’t wear it. Afnir brought him a cup of rum but was unable to get Sako to speak. One by one, as their duties allowed, the entire watch stopped with Sako. 

 None could get him to speak or even acknowledge their presence. He slowly sipped at his rum and stared at the clouds. Ellor sent a cup of soup, delivered by Brog. Sako ignored the big Clav until he heard Ellor’s name, then took the soup. Dason was the last to join him. He didn’t try to engage Sako in conversation, but gave him a cigar instead. They smoked together until the end of the watch, when Dason had to go back to work. 

 Sako joined his mates for dinner, wearing his shirt. After he ate, he went back to work, but still hadn’t spoken. Brog and Dason exchanged worried looks. Afnir had told them what he’d heard of the cat on other ships. 

 “It makes a bad man worse and breaks a good man’s heart.” 

 Sako worked like a horse. He spent that first watch flinching at every order before he moved quickly to comply, though none of the officers so much as pointed a rope in his direction. 

 The port watch now stood two of the watches formerly held by the starboard, and Stowe now only came up when Afnir’s group was below. This was a machination of Tirpa’s, done so subtly that neither the captain nor the navigator realized he hadn’t seen the other for several watches. 

 Though Sako’s body moved, his mind was turned inward. He’d heard of men being broken, but had never thought it could happen to him. He felt that if he spoke, he would just start screaming and never stop. He now doubted his courage and abilities, even his worth. This feeling lasted until his next off-watch. 

 It had been raining on and off all day, so Ellor was in his chair two hammocks over from Sako’s. Every morning Brog and Olik hoisted the accounter from his hammock and tied him into his chair, which they then carried to the foredeck in good weather. 

 Today Ellor sat with pen and ink and sketched pictures. When Sako saw him, he was holding his empty pipe in his other hand. “Sako,” he said. “Thank Stess—I’m out of tobacco: can you help me out?” 

 Sako rummaged briefly in Thard’s seabag and found a pouch of pipe tobacco. The surgeon had brought the most aboard. None of the starboard watch denied Ellor anything. 

 Ellor lit his pipe and closed his eyes in bliss. “Thanks. Been waiting four hours for that.” Sako almost smiled but noticed that the crippled man’s slop bucket needed to be emptied. He took care of that, and fetched Ellor a cup of water and rum for himself. 

 Ellor chuckled as he eyed the clean bucket. “Been waiting four hours for that, too. Smells a lot better around here.” He took a long drink of water. “You don’t have to talk to me if you don’t want to. I can tell you’re tired.” 

 Sako smiled his thanks, slammed his rum and clambered into his hammock. 

 Now instead of self-pity, Sako felt deep shame. He’d been physically overpowered and whipped. So what? He still had use of his legs. He could walk to the heads to relieve himself. He could still touch a woman, father children. Ellor had to use his arms to get to the bucket, had to wait for someone else to put him to bed, and he’d never sleep with a woman again. 

 Yet if these losses affected him, none of his friends could tell. There was no defeat, no suppressed rage in the accounter’s dem-eanor. In fact, his attitude was generally cheery. His condition was a chilling reminder of what could happen to sailors of enterprise, but Sako hadn’t been injured that badly. 

 I’m not going to die of this beating. Maybe instead of being broken, I’m merely bent. That which was bent could be straightened  . Hargen Stowe was a good fighter, but he was no match for Sako with a sword. In fact, he could kill Stowe in a duel. That thought gave Sako power, and with power came a return of his confidence. The next words he’d utter would be to challenge the captain. With new resolve came a measure of peace, and Sako was finally able to sleep. 

 Two days later they were near an ink spot on the chart called Gull Stut Island when they caught an Agresian runner. There was a quick exchange of cannon fire before the ship was grappled by the Smilers. Captain Stowe, checkered head cloth tied firmly, led the charge himself, while Afnir put his own plan into action. 

 The men of the starboard watch charged as enthusiastically as the rest, but stopped short at the rail. Unexpectedly outnumbered, Stowe’s men were quickly beaten back to their own ship. The Agresians cut grapple lines and deployed gaffs to separate the two ships. 

 A fusillade of musket fire knocked down Kostek at the helm and the Merciless swung free. A well-aimed broadside of chain shredded the Smilers’ forward main and the runner pulled away. The wind changed direction and strengthened. 

 Purple with rage and bleeding from minor cuts, Stowe confronted the starboard watch as they stood grouped together ten feet in front of him. The port watch gathered around their captain. 

 “What are you valling sons o’ bitches playin’ at?” he shouted. “Ster damn it; we could have had that prize!” 

 “Why should we risk our lives for a few pennies, maybe a coal apiece?” said Afnir. “If I wanted to fight to make someone else rich, I’d join a navy. We get full shares of the next prize or we won’t fight. We’re not Featherheads and we won’t live by Featherhead rules.” 

 “Forkbeard died on that ship for your stupid stut! You won’t fight? YOU WON’T FIGHT? NO MERCY FOR VALLING COWARDS! YOU’LL GO OVER THE SIDE!” 

  The faint hiss-ching from Sako’s sword as it was drawn was heard by all in the eerie stillness. No one noticed the sudden calm, nor the darkening sky. Brog nocked an arrow and drew a bead on Chos. Three muskets and five pistols were leveled at the port watch. 

 “I think not,” said Afnir, as he drew his own sword. 

 In the maintop, Aler Calas had finished loading his musket, probably the only loaded firearm amongst the port watch. Privately, he stated that Stowe had ridden those boys too hard and he strongly disagreed with what had been done to the navigator. Keeping officers forward of the mast and cheating them (they should have received a fifth of an officer’s share by the old rules) was just plain stupid. He’d mentioned it to Tirpa, but that worthy had told him to keep it to himself. He was doing all he could, he’d said. Apparently it wasn’t enough. 

 When the bloodletting ended, they’d climb up for him. Aler aimed at Sako first; he’d heard about those Hangmen. Then he changed his aim to Dason. He had two pistols, each aimed at a different man. There was no doubt in Aler’s mind that he’d drop both targets. His next thought was for self-preservation, and that meant the Clav. That savage could plant arrows in at least six of Aler’s friends before they moved, then put one in each of Aler’s eyes without thinking. 

 But as he shifted aim for the third time, Aler was forced to drop the musket and grab the lines as Merciless rolled deeply. There was still no one at the helm. Aler looked to the horizon and faced a solid white wall. The musket clattered to the deck between the two groups and discharged harmlessly as Aler screamed: “SQUAALL!” 

 Weapons were dropped, arguments forgotten as orders were bellowed. Two were sent to batten hatches, the rest aloft to cut away sail. Stowe and Chos reached the helm just as the storm hit. 
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 The Naval Affairs Committee, Ariton, Republic Of Agresia 
 

 The new government of Agresia was struggling. The Revolution had been successful; the landed aristocracy no longer ruled. The worst of them had been executed. Others had been killed because their family names were associated with evil deeds, and some had died to prevent loyalists from rallying to them, but they were not all gone. 

  Many still lived in exile, mostly relatives of Queen Bontina II of Jonos. A very few had publicly abdicated their titles, and some of those were allowed to keep their wealth and lands. Most of the noble born children had survived the Purge. 

 The new government was no longer struggling against the nobility. Their biggest problem was a lack of executive experience. The High Council consisted of seventeen members, none above the others. The High Councilors were aware of their shortcomings and knew they didn’t have all the answers, so they created committees of experts in the various fields. The bureaucracy grew exponentially. Lines of authority were nebulous; areas of responsibility overlapped and fear of being held accountable for a mistake meant that things happened very slowly. 

 The single exception to the out of control bureaucracy was the Department of Foreign Affairs, headed by the three High Councilors with the best and most influential ties with the other nations on the Continent and Jonos. The two most efficient Committees in that Department were the Military Affairs Committee and the Naval Affairs Committee. 

 The Naval Affairs Committee was made up of four admirals, two shipping magnates, and an accounter. Today they only had two items on their agenda. In the morning they were to decide the fate of Captain Winois, and in the afternoon they were to present their progress on the war effort to the entire High Council. The addition of the three civilians was the only real change from the days when King Aroix IX ruled. They were actually of great help to the Committee, with the authority to streamline certain operations. 

 Captain Winois arrived at the building’s entrance half an hour early, dressed in his best uniform, freshly scrubbed and barbered. 

 A snotty midshipman, full of authority as a secretary to the Committee, bade him to sit and await the Committee’s pleasure. 

 Winois curled his lip at the boy and stood instead. 

 There was a painting of an Agresian Ship-of-the-Line on the far wall, and Winois walked over to study it. It was DeGonne’s Prince Naperre, under sail. The portrait was a few years old, and had been commissioned back when Winois was a mere midshipman aboard her. He fancied that one of the officers depicted was him—perhaps the one with the looking glass… 

 Twenty minutes after the appointment was to have started, the navigator Lieutenant from the Flame came out of the inner door, followed by all three of Winois’ surviving midshipmen. They paid shipboard obeisance to their captain. 

 “Back to the Flame with you, lads,” the lieutenant told his subordinates. “There’ll be plenty of work for you.” They hurried out as he stepped closer to Winois. “They hold you in very high regard, sir.” His voice was pitched low enough that the secretary midshipman was visibly straining to overhear. “Their testimony put the best possible light on the situation.” 

 “Did you hear that, Midshipman?” Winois asked mildly. “My Navigator Lieutenant asked me if midshipmen who’ve never been in water deeper than their knees have anything better to do than eavesdrop on their superiors.” 

 The boy sat stock still. 

 “I have the same question for you, boy.” Winois’ tone turned slightly sharper. 

 “This is my duty post, sir,” the midshipman replied stiffly. “I meant no offense.” 

 “Acceptable. Carry on.” 

 “Yeah yeah, sir.” 

 “By the door, if you please.” 

 The boy complied, his face a militarily correct mask. Both senior officers watched with approval. 

 “My apologies, Lieutenant. You were saying?” 

  The navigator nodded and repeated himself. 

 “And what light did you put on the incident?” Winois asked with a slight edge. 

 The lieutenant was offended, but didn’t let it show. The younger man was still his captain. “I didn’t put any light on it, sir. I told it as I saw it.” He smiled slightly. “If that happens to look like a young man who did his very best in an impossible situation, then that’s the light I put on it. Sir.” 

 “Sorry. I’m a little on edge—” 

 “Captains don’t apologize, sir. I don’t think they’ll beach you.” The navigator saluted again. “I’ll see you on the Flame, sir.” 

 Winois returned the salute as a small ship’s bell rang. 

 The midshipman twitched toward the inner door, but kept his feet still and was instantly back at attention. “Excuse me, Captain, that’s the signal that the Committee wants me.” 

 Winois acknowledged with a nod and the boy slipped inside. Other than the attempt at eavesdropping, the boy appeared to be the perfect midshipman. Stut, he is the perfect midshipman, if a little arrogant. Winois suddenly remembered his own wardroom days, where information meant survival in the harsh world of junior officers. He brushed the front of his jacket nervously and straightened his cuffs. 

 “They’re ready for you now, Captain Winois,” 

 “Thank you.” Winois took a deep breath and entered the conference room. They were all there. Down the port side of the table sat the accounter, Ster Apic; Ster Coinier, who owned the Northern Trading Company, and Captain Farge, who had started with one ship and now owned sixteen, a third of which were slaverunners. 

 On the starboard were Elvoix, Admiral of the Home Fleet, who had suffered two mutinies; Allois, Admiral of the Colonial Fleet. Then there was Admiral Gapore, who had defeated Admiral Overbridge at Caryn Roads during the Thirty Year War. Nearly ninety, he was rumored to be extremely intelligent, though at the moment he appeared to be asleep. At the head of the table sat Admiral of the Seas Laneau. 

 Winois stepped to the foot of the table and saluted. The door closed soundlessly and Laneau looked up from the report he’d been reading. 

  “You may be seated, Captain.” 

 Winois sat in the surprisingly comfortable chair. He glanced around the room, determined to give an accurate report without stuttering or mumbling. He had time to note well-fitted wooden paneling and a thick Stitian carpet before Admiral Elvoix spoke. 

 “Do you know why you are here, Captain?” 

 “To, uh, give my account of my actions regarding my last action, um, when I was defeated and held for ransom by the pirate StrongArm.” Winois swallowed. No ‘ahs’ or ‘ums’! Clear and concise. You’re a midshipman again, trying to pass the exam for Lieutenant and these are just the officers’ board.


  Not that that had been an easy day, but he’d survived it and passed the examination. They began with his service since he’d first put on a Navy uniform at age twelve. The three admirals who were awake went round and round with pointed questions on every offense he’d ever committed. On occasion one of the shipping magnates asked for an explanation of a particular custom. The accounter said nothing and looked bored. They had finally reached his service aboard the Prince Naperre when there was a knock at the door opposite from the one by which Winois had entered. 

 “Come!” said Laneau. A well tailored and polished midshipman entered, carrying a silver tray with coffee service. 

 “Midmorning coffee, Admirals.” 

 Relieved by the break in questioning, Winois surreptitiously wiped his brow. His shirt was soaked under his jacket. The boy poured for everyone on the Committee, mixing in the proper amount of sugar, cream or honey for each without asking. Then he came to Winois and poured him a cup as well. 

 “Any additives, Captain?” he asked politely, as he scanned Winois’ medals. 

 “No thanks, I take it plain.” 

 The boy’s eyes widened as he put together a very young captain with too many medals and came up with the only logical answer. “It’s an honor to meet you, Captain Winois,” he said with hushed awe. 

 “That’s enough of that, Baree!” Admiral Elvoix said sharply. “You’ve done your duty here; you may go.” 

 “Yeah yeah, sir.” Baree exited smartly, leaving the coffee service on the table. 

 The aroma woke up Gapore. He blinked owlishly, and spotted his cup. “Ah, the coffee!” Gapore took a sip, and asked: “Did I miss anything?” 

 “Only about half the trial,” said Elvoix sourly. “I wish you wouldn’t sleep through important Committee business.” 

 “What you wish is not my concern. When you are eighty-eight, you can nap whenever you’d like.” He fixed Elvoix with his sharp gaze, all traces of sleepiness gone. 

 “That’s enough,” said Laneau, but Gapore wasn’t done with the Admiral of the Home Fleet. 

 “Did someone promote you past me while I was napping? Last I checked, I had three anchors on my collar—” 

 “I said that’s enough, Admiral,” Laneau said mildly. 

 Elvoix had bristled and drawn in his breath for a heated reply. He let it out slowly and sipped at his coffee. 

 Ster Coinier hid a smile behind his hand. 

 Gapore turned his gaze to the head of the table. “First half of the trial? So you’ve covered past transgressions, then.” He snorted. “Hardly important. Lieutenant wrote him up for an improperly tied knot, Captain that mastheaded him for yawning on the helmdeck, and Senior Midshipman wrote him up for not enough polish on his brass buttons, or some such rot! 

 “Tell me; what do these meaningless reprimands have to do with what kind of leader he is now? My records are full of such rubbish!” 

 “I had a spotless record as a midshipman!” Elvoix announced haughtily. 

 “My point exactly! Who is on trial this time, anyway?” Gapore leaned forward and rested his forearms on the table. Now Winois was pinned by the hawk like stare. “You’re Durent’s son. You look a great deal like him.” Gapore’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You have your mother’s eyes, though. They’re well, your parents?” 

 “Yes, sir. I haven’t been home in several months, but they were when I saw them last, sir.” 

 “Tomatoes.” Gapore smiled. “He gave me tomatoes, your father. Last year. Grew them in his own garden.” He paused to light his pipe. Elvoix and Laneau grew impatient, but everyone kept their silence. Gapore usually had a point when he appeared to be rambling. 

 “Thirty years ago, there was a fiery midshipman set foot on my deck. Last year I visited him at his little cottage and found him working in his garden. Then there was another midshipman, Navy correct from stem to stern. Some bad things happened to him and he made some mistakes, yet today he sits at this very table! Today a highly decorated captain sits before us on trial for a failure of leadership. I call the vote!” 

 Coinier stirred and raised his hand. “Agreed.” Three more hands went up, including Elvoix. 

 Winois was flabbergasted. “But I haven’t had a chance to plead my case!” 

 “Too late now,” Elvoix said spitefully. “The vote has been called. I say he’s guilty and should be reduced to Midshipman.” 

 “Guilty,” said Farge. “But reduction should only be one rank.” 

 “Guilty,” said Allois. “He should retain his rank, however. He’s done well up to now. Perhaps a lesser ship to command—” 

 “Not guilty.” That was Coinier. “The logs and testimony from his officers clearly state that the Flame of Justice was short handed and had eighty percent sea-virgins on their first voyage. Only half of his men actually stood and fought, yet Captain Winois still did significant damage to the Hack and Slash and inflicted an estimated twenty percent casualties on StrongArm’s crew. A failure of leadership? Quite the opposite, I say.” 

 Winois felt a wild surge of hope. 

 “Not guilty,” said Apic curtly. 

 “Your reasons?” said Elvoix. 

 “I didn’t hear yours for ‘guilty’,” Apic said icily. “If you can’t see it, you won’t be convinced by my arguments.” 

 “Not guilty by any means,” said Gapore. “We sit here in judgment of the premier fighting commander in the Navy, yet none of us has stood or fought on a deck in blue water in at least twenty years! What sense is there in beaching every officer who gets overmatched? He was outmanned, outgunned and outfought by a scurvy dog that’s been doing such to the Agresian Naval Service since it was the Royal Agresian Navy! Do we have a single captain that has never been defeated? You all remember what happened the last time we beached the most promising commander we’d ever had, I trust.” 

 “Jonette,” said Laneau grimly. “I don’t think we face that danger here. Fear of that aside, I find myself in agreement with Ster Coinier, Ster Apic and Admiral Gapore. 

 “Captain Winois, these proceedings are over. This Committee finds you not guilty of a failure of leadership in the loss of the Republic’s frigate Flame of Justice and the ransoming of the same and her captain, to wit, yourself.” Laneau’s voice took on a more conversational tone. “You, sir, are guilty only of underestimating your foe and overestimating your ship and crew. Fortunately, for the Republic as well as yourself, it was not a fatal error.” 

 “We made a mistake as well,” said Gapore. “In sending you out with such a crew against that beast.” He sighed. “As for your crew, you got what was left, and StrongArm…you may be the one to take him down, someday.” 

 “The Flame is still yours, Captain,” said Laneau. “You may return to her and await further orders.” 

 Winois saluted silently and departed in a daze. 
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 Laneau turned to Elvoix first. “How many ships-of-the-line do you have?” 

 “Eight, sir. One first rate, two second rates, a third and four fourths. One of the fourths, the Charger, is very old and leaks heavily.” He may have been a poor ship commander in his day, but Elvoix had a mind for detail and never tried to gloss over an ugly picture. “I also have four frigates, the Flame of Justice you know about, and twenty-two lesser ships. All but the Flame and the sloop Fox are either at Sipa or in the Gulf of Dalaria.” 

 “And our Colonial Fleet?” 

 “Much worse than the Home Fleet, I’m afraid,” said Allois. “There are two ships-of-the-line: a first and a fourth. The first is at Braden, the fourth is at Stafa, and my only frigate is en route to Stafa from Hanarre. There are only nineteen lesser ships, as a brig and a sloop declared for Hanarre within hours of their bid for independence. I’m not surprised and neither was Captain Polderre—both of those commanders and most of their crews are from Hanarre. 

 “They did, however, allow those who wished to remain loyal to the Republic to board the Valiant before she left, so Captain Polderre is now at full strength for manpower.” 

 “Why didn’t he fight?” asked Coinier. “He was inside of the harbor forts; he could have leveled the town.” 

 “Their note asked for a peaceful separation from the Republic,” said Laneau. “They had a ready supply of oil, kindling and small boats—and no shortage of volunteers to man them! If Polderre had chosen to enforce the Council’s will by force of arms.” 

 “Better to save the ship for the war effort and write off Hanarre for now,” said Gapore with approval. 

 Laneau nodded and turned back to Allois. “What is the disposition of your ships that aren’t busy defending our last two colonies in Clavland?” 

 “They’re harassing the Tayans where they can, sir. There have been two attacks on the Imperial Navy, but mostly they’ve been wreaking havoc on the enemy’s merchant runners.” 

 “Fifty-six ships left!” Farge fretted. “What is the High Council going to say?” 

 “Hopefully they’ll sue for peace before we lose everything we have overseas,” said Coinier. “Is the Army doing any better?” 

 “They still hold the County of Oaktree,” said Gapore. “But they have been stopped everywhere else. We also have fifteen thousand troops trapped overseas that we can’t move safely back to the Continent. Ster Coinier is right; it’s time to end this war while we still hold Oaktree. We can cede it back and preserve the rest of our holdings intact.” 

 “Cede it back?” Elvoix was outraged. “Three years of fighting, just to give it back? The Council will never stand for it!” 

 “Keep a County that has some farms, woodlands and a mill or two, at the cost of Braden, Stafa and trade routes to Alarfaj, Mok and Stitia,” Gapore said wryly. “That’s the course of wisdom! We’ve already lost Hanarre.” 

 “Enough, gentlemen.” Laneau sounded tired of the wrangling. “Any other business I need to know of before I go to Council Hall?” 

 No one had anything else, but Apic had a question. “It’s not urgent, but who was Captain Jonette? I’ve never heard of him.” 

 “Yes you have,” said Gapore. “He was the second son of the Earl Jonette, and the most promising naval officer we’d ever had since these men,” Gapore indicated the other admirals at the table, “commanded ships of their own. The whole story is in the Archives, if you’re still curious. He commanded the Victory.” 

 “I don’t understand,” said Apic. “I thought that ship disappeared with all hands, and I never learned the commander’s name—” 

 “You know him better as Deadeye,” said Laneau. “And the Victory disappeared because he still had the loyalty of his men. They renamed her Death’s Head.” 
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 Afnir Takes Control 
 

 Chos Tavven was dead, as was Samdin Speer. Amazingly, Ellor had been saved thanks to Drac and Tirpa. All of the other dead or missing were port watchmen. Stowe had washed up before first light. Sako had retrieved the checkered headcloth from the body. 

 Of the former port watch, only Tirpa, Buck Pall, Clenchjaw, Kostek, Balgo and Aler Calas had survived. The mate was also still alive, but his leg was broken. 

 Afnir decided that it was time to strike. “Well, our captain is gone,” he announced. “And look where he’s gotten us! It’s time for a new captain.” 

 Chos worked his quid with slowly increasing fury. “And who do you propose, boy? You?” 

 “And why not?” Afnir said, his anger rising as well. “We are still a Crew, even without a ship!” 

 “You can’t nominate yourself, Afnir,” said Buck. 

 “Then I nominate him.” Drac reached for his sword. He wanted an excuse to kill Buck. 

 “Second,” said Thard with a hand on Drac’s arm. 

 “Are there any counter-nominations?” Brog asked. 

 “What about Tirpa?” said Buck. “Everyone respects him.” 

 “I’m not wanting it,” said Tirpa. “I’m not being captain of Gull Stut Island.” 

 “Clenchjaw,” said Chos, obviously nettled that no one spoke for him. 

 “Don’t want. Gunner. Follow him.” He pointed at Afnir. 

 “Show of hands: all in favor of Afnir as Captain.” Only Buck and Chos did not raise their hands. Kostek was still unconscious. 

  Afnir quickly picked up the checkered rag and tied it over his hair. 

 Voices rose and then stopped suddenly as Sako spoke for the first time in weeks. “We need to belay this port watch/starboard watch stut. That got us here as much as Stowe did.” 

 “Exactly right!” said Afnir. “Tirpa will be my first mate. As the man said, everyone respects you.” Tirpa accepted the promotion with a nod, and Afnir turned to face all of his men. 

 “We’re not Featherheads or Knifehands or Facepainters or Bloody Fists. We don’t sail with Deadeye or StrongArm. I don’t care how the Burners or the Sharks or the Hangmen do things. We don’t wear Blue Hats and we’re not with Spiderhead. We’re the Smilers. 

 “As of right now, everyone gets a full share, and officers get officer shares. Everyone works to the best of his ability at whatever task he’s assigned. Officers will be those best suited to their jobs. 

 “Sako, you’re the navigator. Thard is the surgeon. Ellor is the accounter and Clenchjaw is the gunner.” Chos was seething quietly, but Afnir had a smile for him as well. “Chos, you’re the most experienced sailor we have. Would you be our boatswain?” Even Buck settled down as Chos offered his hand to Afnir. That ended all resistance. 

 Neatly done,  Afnir congratulated himself. For the first time ever we are truly a Crew.


 Now that Afnir was in command, he had tasks for everyone. Ellor was to account for their assets. Brog and two others were sent to explore the island, hopefully to find fresh water and whatever food there might be. Everyone else was put on salvage, half in boats and half on the beach. Everything they found was brought to Ellor and Chos, who sorted the items into piles. Their black flag was intact, but their Kimbulan flag was tattered. They found one and a half barrels of water, assorted lines and pieces of sailcloth, some timbers and a few complete spars. 

 Not many weapons were retrieved, but there were still too many for honest seamen. Aler found some crates of food, mostly biscuit and stale vegetables. Only half was edible. Sev and Finve found a full jug of rum and three bottles of wine, but it was Kostek who found the greatest treasure: an entire chest of tobacco, made up of equal parts quid, pipe tobacco and cigars. It was salty and sandy but dry. 

 Afnir decreed the box would be divvied immediately, share and share alike. He further endeared himself to his new Crew by splitting his own share among everyone. If anyone remembered that he didn’t use tobacco anyway, they didn’t mention it. Only forty Agresian embers were recovered. They divided the coin equally as well. 

 Brog’s party reported that the island was more or less round and some hundred fathoms from one side to the other. The thicket in the center boasted palms and some coconuts, and hid a tiny rocky stream. With effort and a lot of patience, a single cup could be filled in less than a quarter of an hour. Other than that there were millions of small crabs and millions of gulls to eat them, hence the name of the island. 

 The Smilers constructed flimsy shelters, gathered all the coconuts, and made a small fire to be kept burning continuously. The only other activities were fishing and fetching water endlessly. Everyone who could walk was required to bring six cups of water a day to pour into the common barrel. 

 Afnir ordered the extra weapons and the black flag buried in the tobacco chest just south of the tallest tree by the stream. They waited for five weeks before they attracted the notice of a passing sail. 

 The Golden Sunrise was an old decrepit brig, so overloaded with Sevulian wheat that she could barely sail. She wallowed at anchor not far from where the Merciless had foundered. The captain and a few sailors came ashore in the launch, where they were greeted with great enthusiasm by the Smilers. 

 Afnir spun a tale of a stingy ship owner and a barely seaworthy tub, too much cargo, not enough food and the storm over a month ago. 

 Captain Kacoma expressed his sympathies, but he was unfortunately unable to help as much as he wanted to. “I can leave some food and take about ten of you. I’ll send the next ship I see to get the rest. We’re a few weeks out from Port Sipa…It’s the best I can do, Captain Sanfora.” 

 “I see. Well, some help is better than no help, sir, and we of the Bellflower thank you for your kindness and generosity. I know what it means to keep a schedule.” 

 “I really wish I could do more for you. We’ll cross to the ship with some of your men, then my boys’ll come back with what provisions I can spare, and ferry the rest.” 

 “Ster and Stess bless you. Tell the other ship that there may be a reward from the Bellflower’s owner. Thank you very much, Captain Kacoma.” Afnir looked back at his Crew. “Chos and Ellor. Tirpa. Buck. Sev, Finve and Arno. Balgo, Kostek…Sturo. Youse go and send us help as soon as youse can.” 

 Sooner than those remaining would have liked, the Golden Sunrise was sailing away. Tirpa and the others waved as they drew off, and the rest of the castaways felt even more alone. Though it was an extreme hardship for Kacoma and his men to part with some of their rations and feed an additional ten mouths for their last few weeks at sea, they bore it with good grace. Blankets were donated and two hammocks were given up for the injured Smilers. 

 Halfway through the midwatch two nights later, knives were quietly stuck into sleeping sailors, and those on watch were efficiently eliminated. Their kindness had earned them no mercy. 

 Kacoma was on the wheel, and was startled out of his reverie by splashing sounds when the bodies of his men were cast overboard. When he saw the four Smilers approach out of the darkness with bloody knives in their hands, he merely slumped in defeat. Not a word was spoken. Kacoma closed his eyes as Finve raised the first knife. 

 It took another three days of fighting wind and current to return to Gull Stut Island. When they arrived, they found no sign of their shipmates. The island was deserted. 
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 Captured 
 

 Two days after the departure of the Golden Sunrise, the Kingfisher arrived and took off the remaining survivors. 

 Afnir spun the same tale for the fishermen that he’d given Kacoma. He and his crew were welcomed heartily. They were fed a truly delicious fish stew and put to work hauling nets and working the sails. This freed the regular crew up for cleaning and salt-packing the catch. 

 Afnir and his men were promised a share of the profits when they returned to Dalaria in three weeks. Afnir suspected—rightly as it turned out—that their shares would be smaller than the regular crews, but none of the Smilers were about to complain of it. By silent accord they decided against taking the Kingfisher. Fat, slow and unarmed, she was utterly unsuitable for anything other than what she was. Plus she reeked abominably of fish. 

 Captain Cantoni made a tidy living selling salt fish to ships that called in Dalaria, and had a contract to supply the Imperial Navy as well. Rather than pay his fishermen salaries, he made them partners instead, thus ensuring experience, enthusiasm and a crew that worked well together. 

 They fished primarily for tuna, but had two other holds for swordfish and blues. A certain portion of the day’s catch, usually fish other than tuna unlucky enough to get snared in the nets, was set aside to feed the crew. The galley was well stocked with carrots, onions and potatoes, as well as various tropical fruits and lemons. 

 Cantoni did all of the cooking himself and kept a variety of expensive spices aboard as well. He made stews, bisques, filets, and fish steaks that were spectacular. Sako carefully noted down some of the recipes for his mother. 

 “Well fed means happy,” Cantoni explained to Afnir. “Happy works hard. Hard work means lots of fish. Lots of fish means a lot of money and a lot of money is well fed. Full circle!” 

 It was hard work; hauling the nets by hand or mending them when they were torn by sharks and other large predators, but they were well fed and soon became inured to the smell. Some of the hands found it strangely satisfying to work honestly for a share of the profits, but none would have admitted it, if asked. 

 Twenty days after their rescue, the Smilers helped offload the Kingfisher’s largest catch ever onto the fish docks of the port of Dalaria. They were paid off to the tune of three Tayan regents each, about half a regular share. Even so, it was an enormous sum for one voyage when compared to the standard pay of most merchant ships. 

 Cantoni offered full shares to anyone who’d stay on with the Kingfisher—the Smilers politely declined, claiming families in Bilitown. Also, Afnir had to report the loss of the Bellflower to her owner so he could collect the insurance from Rones of Gateway. 

 “But if he fires me for losing his ship and cargo…well I just may come back. After all, someone’s gotta show youse where the fish are!” 

 The fishermen thought that was pretty funny. 

 The Smilers spent the next few hours washing the fishy smell away in one of the public bathhouses. They were shaved and barbered back into respectability and acquired clothes to replace their tattered rags. 

 Afnir and Thard spent every last copper at the tailors, Afnir because he was posing as a merchant captain and Thard because he was Thard. Sako got them a reduced rate at the Wayfarer by mentioning his father’s name to Pallo Bini, the proprietor. 

 Afnir’s plan was to scout which ships were in port and if any could be taken unawares. They spent the next day haunting the dockside taprooms, casually asking questions and idling along the wharves. The news was depressing. 

 Jessa  was from Jonos and was bound for Jono City with wheat, barley, beans and furniture. Her crew was too large to be taken quietly by twelve barely armed men. Fruitrunner and the Star of Dalarville were Kimbulan; taking either was out of the question. Worse, none of the twelve knew anyone from either ship, so a request for passage to Port Buxaca would be met with extreme hostility. 

  Ana Bay was a Tayan bound for Port Therma with a load of cotton cloth, weapons and livestock, but she was sailing in less than an hour. Kingfisher was still in, along with four other fishing vessels, none of which were useful for their purposes. The Imperial Navy frigates Speed and Dolphin were moored in the roads, and Dolphin was rumored to be short of men. That meant the press-gangs would be out in force. 

 “Keep aboard this evening, mate,” one hand told Drac. “Unless you fancy joining up.” 

 The Wayfarer Inn  was not frequented by sailors as it was too far from the water and rather expensive, so press-gangs usually didn’t go there. However, word of a dozen deeply tanned men who walked and talked like sailors might draw them in. Just to be safe, Pallo locked them in the basement with a keg of beer (on the house) for the night. 

 “I made a lot of money since your da sold me this place,” he told Sako. “Least I could do is keep you safe and give you a drink.” 

 Around midnight, an Imperial Navy Lieutenant did indeed show up, accompanied by four salty hands and a platoon of the City Watch, following rumors of a dozen castaways brought in by a deep-sea fisher. 

 They turned out all the guests: four men of means—two with their families—a blind beggar sleeping in the stables, and an arrogant noble from the capitol honeymooning with his bride. 

 The wealthy merchants were flabbergasted and making their displeasure known, and the children were crying and screaming as their mothers held them close. The beggar trembled in the grip of a Watchman and Sir Mekton of House Overbridge demanded the name and ship of the lieutenant, calling for floggings all around for the violation of his Lady wife’s privacy. 

 The couple had been dozing naked on a blanket in front of the fireplace in their private suite when the press-gang had burst in unannounced. Lady Overbridge, pretty in spite of the tears and disheveled hair, stood red-faced and sobbing behind him. She was wrapped in the blanket but was mortified to have been seen unclothed. 

 Amidst the chaos, Pallo assumed the attitude of the righteously indignant as he answered the lieutenant’s questions. “No I don’t normally cater to sailors! You can see the quality of guests here. Twelve? There were seven, well dressed and clean. I knew one of their fathers. One was a ship’s captain. Now? How should I know? About two hours ago one came back from the waterfront, out of breath and excited; Captain Sanfora paid the bill and they hired my coach-and-four and a driver to take them to Budley Mills up the road. What business? I didn’t inquire! Maybe to avoid getting pressed! I got the impression they were from Kimbula—you really want Kimbulans on an Imperial ship?” 

 The lieutenant was finally distracted from his interrogation by Sir Mekton’s thrown glove. The young knight was so incensed by his bride’s tears that he challenged the lieutenant on the spot. 

 Unable to back down in front of his men, he reluctantly accepted. A bout to the third blooding was agreed on and everyone made room for them. Lady Overbridge was afraid her fiery tempered husband might be hurt, but she needn’t have worried. 

 The Naval Officer was competent with a blade, but was no match for the young nobleman, who had been trained by the swordmasters of the Tayan Imperial Cavalry. Sir Mekton disarmed the lieutenant with his second stroke, slashed his face, stabbed his thigh and cut his arm. In a final fit of pique he skewered the officer’s uniform hat right off his head and flung it into the dirt. 

 “My honor is satisfied,” he declared. “Remove yourself and this…rabble from my sight.” 

 With a few muttered ‘apologies to the lady’ and ‘no disrespect meant, sirs’, the sailors collected their officer and his hat and set off for the harbor. The Watchmen disappeared with the beggar and Sir Mekton protectively escorted his wife inside. Pallo sent a fresh apple pie with cream to their suite by way of apology, “And for Stess’ sake—knock first!” he told the servant. 

 The innkeeper related this tale to his seafaring guests over breakfast in the common room. While they were laughing, the Overbridges appeared in the common room as their own servants carried down their luggage. 

 “Three cheers for Sir Mekton,” Aler called, when he saw them. 

 “Belay that!” Afnir said. “We’re in a civilized house on dry land.” He stood and made an elaborate bow. “Captain Afnir Sanfora and the crew of the late Bellflower of Kimbula wish your good health, sir.” Cups and mugs were raised and their contents drained. “I fear we were the root cause of your difficulties last night. Our most humble apologies to the Lady for her discomfort.” He bowed his head and kicked the table. When no one moved, he cleared his throat theatrically. 

 Dason caught on first; soon everyone was on his feet with head bowed. 

 Lady Overbridge blushed prettily and smiled. “Please, everyone sit down. It was not your men who kicked in my door last night, Captain.” 

 “I wish it had been,” muttered Drac, as he eyed her bodice. “I would’ve liked to’ve seen those—” Sturo kicked him. 

 Sir Mekton looked them over with the slightest disdain. He was inclined to dislike the dashing Chain Islander. “I understand the Navy’s need, but that doesn’t give them the right to kick in every door looking for sailors,” he said. “I’m just as glad that they went back empty-handed. 

 “I shall speak to the Lord High Admiral when I return to Taya. Your apology is accepted, Captain. I wish you a safe journey to your home. Excuse me; I have to see to my horse.” The knight turned and left, but Lady Overbridge hesitated. 

 She looked right past Afnir at Sako. “Have a safe voyage,” she said with a sweet smile. “I hope you find a new ship.” She blushed again and slipped outside. 

 Sako felt very warm, and realized everyone was staring at him. “What?” 

  There were laughs and chuckles all around. 

 “She liked you, you idiot,” said Thard. 

 “Our mighty navigator has missed a conquest!” Dason said. 

 Sturo liked that. “I bet she was wondering how you’d be…on a blanket…in front of a fire…” 

 “Everything would be fine until Drac kicked in the door to look at her breasts.” 

 “You heard that?” 

 “Everyone heard that, stut-for-brains!” said Afnir. 

 “Thank Ster that Sir Mekton didn’t,” said Brog. “I thought we’d have a duel for sure!” 

 Afnir threw a piece of bacon at Drac. “And I’d’ve had to fight it! His class thinks all seamen are lower than peasants, especially Kimbulans.” 

 “I once fought a duel with a count,” Buck started, but Drac cut him off. 

 “Yeah, you winked at his Lady, fought him to the death and valled his widow right next to his body on the field of honor, right?” 

 “And she liked it,” added Sev. 

 “Well, you might not believe—” 

 “No one does, so shut your grub locker,” said Olik with finality. 

 Afnir decided to send only Thard and Dason to the waterfront that day. Thard was too well dressed to be taken for a sailor in spite of his rolling gait, and Dason could charm his way out of a murder trial with blood on his hands and a body at his feet. The others whiled away the time playing cards, dicing, and drinking. 

 Thard returned first with a story of another unsuccessful press-gang from the Dolphin. Apparently, the officer in charge was desperate enough to attempt to abduct sailors right off their ship. Unfortunately, he’d picked the Star of Dalarville. 

 “The deckwatch was alert and called ‘repel boarders’. The Navy men were confronted by angry sailors bearing marlinspikes, boathooks and cutlasses. The Stars even went so far as to run out one of the guns. The Dolphins scattered, and left their midshipman alone to face the Kimbulans.” 

 Dason’s story wasn’t as amusing but was far more interesting. It seemed there was a Mitterish runner that had lost all but her captain and four hands to the press-gangs. “I was in the harbormaster’s office, claiming to have a shipment of olive oil for Encaster. I was to travel with it as supercargo. This guy, Captain pen Hoyt of the Moonbeam, came in to protest the seizure of his men from the taverns. He’s got a load of clothing and building supplies bound for Colada, but now he can’t sail. He was even willing to pay a bribe to get his hands back.” Dason paused for a drink. “So the harbormaster, he says, ‘I have no power over the Imperial Navy sir, nor its officers. Also I’m insulted by your offer of graft!’ I guess fifty crowns wasn’t enough. ‘I will tell you that docking fees remain in effect for as long as you are in my port, regardless of the reason!’ So there’s pen Hoyt, not enough men to sail, and still owing docking fees. I made some excuses and left.” 

 “We could take her easy,” said Buck excitedly. “Twelve to five? Barely any ruckus and we could be out to sea by nightfall.” 

 “I was thinking we could sign aboard as replacements for his missing sailors, and we don’t take over until we’re already at sea.” 

 “That’s how we’ll do it,” said Afnir. “Unless you’d rather have Speed and Dolphin chasing us all over the Buxacan Sea, Buck?” 

 “I hadn’t thought of that.” 

 “Didn’t think you had.” 

 “When are we leaving?” asked Brog. 

 “As soon as we’ve paid our bill. Where is the Moonbeam, Dason? Is she moored or tied?” 

 “Tied. First ship aft of the Star.” 

 “All right. I want groups of no more than two. Every pair moves through the city by any route but the direct one. Stay quiet and stay apart. When you get to the wharf, get aboard as fast as you can. First pair aboard let them know the rest are coming.” 

 Afnir and Aler made it all the way to the wharf without incident, but were nabbed as soon as they left the alley across from the Moonbeam. They were pushed into a tight formation of Imperial sailors. Drac and Clenchjaw were already there, and there was a commotion on the dock alongside the Star of Dalarville. Three more Imperial sailors ran past to help just as the pileup exploded. 

 It was Olik and Brog, back to back. Olik held a man by his feet and was swinging him around like a child. Brog reached out and seized two men who had gotten too close and smashed their heads together. 

 It was now a standoff, but more Imperials were arriving, and the odds would soon change against the sailors of enterprise. Hands from the Star lined their rail, enjoying the show and calling bets to each other. 

 Meanwhile, a ships launch had just disembarked a pair of Kimbulan merchant officers and their passenger. Afnir saw the passenger slip down the alley he and Aler used, bypassing another quartet of Imperial sailors who dragged Sako and Dason out. 

 One of the Kimbulans stared in surprise, and nudged his companion. 

 The older man’s reaction was instantaneous: “UNHAND THAT MAN!” 

 Olik was in full swing when he heard the command and immediately released his captive. That unfortunate wailed and sailed right into a crowd of Imperials. They went down like bowling pins and several were knocked into the water. The watching Stars howled with laughter. 

 The Kimbulan officers turned away from that commotion and confronted the group holding Sako and Dason. 

 Ignoring the Imperials, the younger officer addressed Dason sternly, “I sent you ashore an hour ago, Ster Nive.” 

 Startled, Dason looked up and recognized the new men on the scene. “Ster Sine…Captain Blue—” 

 “Are you so dissatisfied with the Flatfish that you’d rather be in the Imperial Navy?” 

 “Sir!” Dason was aghast, but recovered quickly. He projected his voice like a stage character as Sine had done, so that all could hear. “Never, sir! I came ashore and secured lodgings for you and the captain just as you’d ordered. On my way back I ran into my mate Sako here. We grew up together.” 

 An Imperial midshipman was closing on the group rapidly. 

 “And you delayed reporting back to the Flatfish and completing your duty to have a drink with your mate?” Sine’s tone was that of a disappointed officer, skeptical of excuses. 

 “Nossir! Sako’s been shipwrecked! He and his shipmates were taken off a little island and brought here by a deep-sea fisher. They don’t have any way home, sir, and I said I’d ask you if we could use some extra hands…but we were caught by a press-gang!” 

 Sine wasn’t sure what to say to that, so he turned to Sako, keenly aware of the midshipman who was nearly at his shoulder now. “You two grew up together?” 

 “Next door, sir,” Sako answered. 

 Captain Blue suddenly took an interest, and prevented the midshipman from speaking. “I know you! You’re an innkeeper’s son, aren’t you?” 

 “Yes, sir.” 

 “Fine food at that inn! Damned fine food.” He put out his hand and shook Sako’s firmly. “I’m Captain Blue. I’d heard you were the navigator for Captain Junarre. The Breeze is wrecked you say?” 

 “No—” 

 Sako was abruptly interrupted by the Navy officer. “Excuse me, sir!” he said to Captain Blue. “You are interfering with Imperial Navy business. These recruits are all about to be escorted to the Dolphin where they will serve until the Empire no longer needs them.” 

 “Recruits?” Blue looked the midshipman up and down with barely concealed contempt. “A little old for a midshipman, aren’t you? Are they signed on the Dolphin? Are their names in your book? Because this man’s name is in my book.” Blue indicated Dason. “He is a member of my crew, and it is you who are interfering in his duties!” 

 “Fair enough then; we’ll let that one go.” 

 But Blue wasn’t satisfied. “And this man? He’s a navigator; he outranks you! Since when can officers be pressed?” 

 “Merchant officers—” 

 “Are still officers! Am I understood? Did you think you could gainsay a ship’s captain? Be still, sir!” Blue glared at the midshipman until he subsided, then turned back to Sako. “Now sir, where is Captain Junarre?” 

 Sako eyed the sailors on the Star. “I couldn’t say, Captain. I left the Breeze some time ago. I’m of the Bellflower, late of Dalarville, with Captain Sanfora. He’s the curly haired Chain Islander over there.” 

 “Dalarville?” called a voice from the nearby ship. “Youse’re from Dalarville?” 

 “Most of us are from Bilitown actually, but the ship is owned…was owned by a Dalarville consortium.” 

 Blue turned to face Afnir. “Captain Sanfora, I take it these other men are your crew?” 

  Afnir made a show of looking around. “Why sir, I believe they are.” 

 The midshipman, still stinging from Blue’s rebuke, also looked around. There were at least forty of his own men in sight, and also a dozen sailors from the Imperial frigate Speed. Blue only had eight, and six of those were still in his boat. Ten, maybe; the giant and the Clav were still unrestrained. 

 “This is all very interesting,” the midshipman said arrogantly. “But it doesn’t change the fact that you are all on Tayan soil, subject to Imperial law. You may rank me, sir, but I have the might of the Imperial Navy behind me and I say that these idle sailors belong to the Dolphin and there’s nothing you can do about it. If you have anything else to say of it, I’ll press you as well. Do you understand me?” 

 Before Blue could respond, the loud voice from the Star did, “And I say these are citizens of the free colony of Kimbula, and not subject to service in your filthy Navy. PREPARE TO REPEL BOARDERS!” 

 The Stars along the rail began to bang their cutlasses and marlinspikes on the side of the ship. “Do I need to run out my guns, Midshipman? Again?” 

 “AAAYO STAR OF DALARVILLE!” a new voice shouted from down the wharf. “Fruitrunners are asking if youse need assistance!” 

  There were at least forty Kimbulan sailors grouped around that voice. All were visibly armed. 

 Captain Blue showed the midshipman a predatory smile and raised his own voice, “Brink!” 

 “Sir,” one of the men in the launch answered. 

 “Signal to the Flatfish. All hands to be armed and sent ashore.” 

 “Belay that, if you please,” snapped the midshipman. “Dolphins, release these men and stand down. We’ll be returning to our ship.” He shot Blue a venomous look. “This will not be forgotten, sir!” 

 “No,” Blue agreed. “It will not.” There was dead silence as the Imperials departed. The boards boomed under the angry midshipman’s boots. The other Kimbulans stood down, talking excitedly about putting a finger in the Navy’s eye. 

 “Captain Sanfora, you and your crew are welcome aboard my Flatfish. Get aboard the launch double quick!” 

 “Thank you very much, sir!” 

 “We’ll discuss passage fees later,” Blue added wryly. Blue and Sine went to the harbormaster to pay one day’s mooring. They told that official that they’d take their cargo to Port Sipa instead, where their crew was safe from abduction. 

 As Port Sipa was in Agresia, it was the ultimate of insults. The other Kimbulan captains arrived as he was leaving; they were leaving, too. 

 “I’ll get nearly the same price for my goods in Sipa,” Blue told Sanfora later. “Main reason for coming to Dalaria was to deliver my passenger anyway. Paid very well…in Agresian coin.” He smiled. “Also asked me not to mention his presence to the authorities.” 

 Afnir smiled as well. 




  

 25
 Desperate Straits 
 

 Tirpa posed as Captain Kacoma when the Golden Sunrise put in to Port Sipa. If the harbormaster or the factor who bought the wheat thought it strange that the Captain with a name from the Chain Islands spoke with a Mitterish accent, neither mentioned it. 

 The Smilers provisioned the Sunrise well, letting it be known they were sailing to Sevulia in ballast for tobacco and put back out to sea. 

 En route to Port Buxaca, Ellor explained their dismal finances. Ten percent of the profit from the wheat was for Captain Anford, and much of the rest had gone for provisioning. There remained the loan payment for the Merciless as well, which left precious little for Crew shares. 

 “We made five thousand Tayan crowns, and spent three on food and suchlike. Five hundred is for Anford, and we owe four thousand as our first payment.” 

 “Do we have to make that payment in full?” Sturo asked. 

 “We can’t. We’d have to sell the ship. She’s not worth as much as the Merciless though, so we’d still owe a payment and a half, or six thousand crowns.” 

 “So unless Afnir and the others did the same as us,” said Arno. “We’re valled.” 

 “Not quite,” said Ellor. “There is a provision in the loan contract for partial payments. Ten percent or four hundred crowns would be acceptable. However, when the next payment comes due we’ll owe the rest of this one plus that one.” 

 “That’s seven thousand six hundred crowns!” said Chos. “That’s one big haul.” 

 “So if we make a partial payment, we still get full shares?” Finve asked. 

 “That’s why I wanted to talk to everyone. I’m not sure how to do a share-out with the Crew split as it is.” 

 “That’s easy,” said Tirpa. “The Crews that are having more than one ship are working it like this: If the Fin is taking a big prize and the Fang is being elsewhere, the hands on the Fang are getting nothing.” 

 “What about those who were here but didn’t participate?” Sev said. 

 “Half shares,” Chos said promptly. “It’s not our fault we’re injured and can’t fight.” 

 “That’s better than a fifth,” said Finve bitterly. 

 “Enough of that,” Ellor said firmly. “But that does raise another question. Obviously, I’ll never help take a prize again and—” 

 “You’re still the accounter,” Tirpa stated. “You’ll be summarily hanged if we’re being caught. Your work is being as important to the Crew as Aler’s or Sako’s. 

 “Chos though, is being the boatswain and a fighting member of the Crew, so he’s getting half his regular share until he’s healing.” Everybody agreed that was fair. 

 A few weeks later the Golden Sunrise entered Swag Bay under the Bloody Smile. The harbormaster took Tirpa’s explanations in stride. He was Dol Orange, and had once been part of Captain Anford’s Crew. 

 “Lucky for youse this ship passed by Gull Stut Island! Not many ships do. No cargo? There’s no fees for Brotherhood ships—no time limits either. Hope the rest of your Crew comes in soon.” 

 Tirpa advised his Smilers to buy weapons and continue sleeping and eating on the ship. “I’m not telling any man how to be spending his coin, but a marlinspike is matching poorly to a blade, I’m thinking.” 

 Everyone but Arno and Finve took him at his word. Those two went to the Treasure Chest. Arno tripled his money and bought a cutlass and a pistol. He also had enough left for a few drinks and a night on Cathouse Row. Finve lost everything. 

 Two weeks later, The Flatfish arrived and the Crew was reunited. Dason had heard of ‘Captain Kacoma’ and the Sunrise in Port Sipa. Tirpa gratefully turned over command to Afnir at the evening’s Council. The two groups traded their tales since leaving Gull Stut Island, and then Afnir turned serious. 

 “Brothers, things aren’t good. Ship’s funds are gone. We have half the Crew and half the ship we started with. We still owe twelve thousand crowns for the Merciless and we only have provisions for a ten-day cruise. I ask for suggestions on cruising stations. There may be opportunities off the Continent—Taya and Agresia are at war again.” 

 “We can’t get anywhere in ten days, Afnir,” said Balgo. 

 “I propose we pool what’s left of our personal coin. I have four Tayan pennies. It’s all I’ve got.” 

 In the brief pause before the Smilers reached for their pockets and purses, Ellor said, “I’ll tally each man’s contribution. You will be reimbursed with ten percent interest out of the ship’s fund, as soon as we have a ship’s fund.” 

 In the end, coins from Taya, Agresia and Jonos were stacked in meager little piles in front of the accounter. Ellor converted everything to Tayan value—there were only fifteen crowns. “That will gain us three days of cruising.” 

 “Why don’t we give it all to Arno?” suggested Drac. “He can turn coals to crowns anytime he likes at the Treasure Chest.” 

 “I don’t know, brothers. With my own money maybe…” 

 There was a little more discussion, but Arno left with all the money and everyone’s approval. He was their only hope. They were already overextended with Sigto and Anford, and no one was willing to ask family for a loan. 

 None of the factors would be willing to speculate either; ‘cargo at the docks’ was the only way to get one to open his coffers. Dason disappeared during that discussion. 

 Arno returned after only a few hours, wearing a glum expression. 

 “What happened?” asked Thard. He had been smoking his pipe on deck and was the first to spot Arno. 

 “The luck wouldn’t hold. We now have twenty-two crowns.” 

 “We’d better tell the captain.” 

  Afnir was disappointed but wouldn’t berate his friend. It was gambling, after all. “You did your best,” he said. 

  The Crew spent a dismal evening aboard, drinking the last of their beer. They couldn’t afford anything stronger. Dason still hadn’t returned when the beer ran out. 

 Late the next morning, the men were nursing their hangovers when Dason strolled up the gangplank, wearing a jaunty smile and jingling a large pouch in his hand. Only gold coins had that kind of ring. 

 “Where’ve you been?” Balgo asked suspiciously. 

 “Cathouse Row.” 

 “What?” 

 “Cathouse Row.” 

  Brog barked a laugh. “Dason Nive! The only man who can go to Cathouse Row without a single penny and come back with gold!” 

 “I bet he got valled, too!” Drac called from the foredeck. 

 “I might have.” 

 “What’d you do, Dason?” said Sako. 

 “I made a business proposition.” He smiled at everyone and bounced the purse dramatically. 

 “Come on, Dason,” Olik rumbled. “Quit playing around and tell it.” 

 “All right. I went to the Seashell and spoke to Stess Adena. If she were willing to invest a small sum, say ten crowns or so, she’d get back her money plus ten percent when we came back in with our next haul.” 

 “And she agreed to this?” asked Sturo. 

  Dason smiled again, like a cat in the cream. “Let’s just say she was in the mood to speculate.” 

 “I’ll bet!” said Buck with a leer. “So Stess Adena, Madame of the Seashell, was so taken with the size of your stap that she paid you ten valling crowns?” 

 “Well, she was so taken by my…umm, charm and wit that I couldn’t leave for an hour. And she did give me ten crowns.” He jingled the purse again. 

 The Crew thought that was pretty funny, but Afnir had a question. “What’s the hook?” 

 “Well…it seems that on the day we pay off, our entire Crew has to spend the evening at the Seashell. At full price.” 

 There were smiles all around. “Stut! That’s not so bad,” said Drac. 

 “Wait a minute,” said Sako. “How many houses did you make this deal with?” 

 Dason smiled and upended the bag onto Ellor’s table. It was a lot of gold. “Four. The best ones.” 

 “Sounds like a great week when we get back!” said Finve. The others heartily agreed, except for Ellor. “Four nights, the four best houses, that’s going to be quite expensive.” 

 “Then we’ll just need a big haul!” said Afnir enthusiastically. “What say we hit the Tayan Treasure Fleet?” 

  The Smilers cheered, but Aler brought them back to reality. 

 “Twenty-one men, two of whom can’t fight, on a six gun brigantine,” he said flatly. “There won’t even be enough of us left to hang when it’s over.” 

 “Yeah,” said Sako. “But at least at that point, it doesn’t really matter who we owe money to.” 

 Even Clenchjaw smiled at that. 

 “Treasure Fleet was a joke, Aler, but what can we hit that’s valuable and not too well guarded?” 

 “Fruit, grain and timber aren’t guarded very well,” said Aler. 

 “And they’re not worth stut either!” snapped Sturo. 

  “Bananas and pineapples are fetching high prices in Mitter and Vakgen,” said Tirpa. 

 “What about furs or hides?” said Buck. “The well-to-do ladies in Taya pay a fortune for zebra hide capes.” 

 “You propose sailing up the East Branch to Taya in order to sell ‘em?” Arno asked scornfully. 

 “Yeah,” said Drac. “He wants to dodge all three navies off of Clavland, then fight through Gateway to get up the river. Idiot!” 

 Olik spoke up before Buck could respond. “Wait. What if we take the furs to Encaster? Then we only gotta face the Agresians, and they’re no threat to Kimbulan runners. That’s where Captain Stansek sells when he doesn’t come home.” 

 “We’d get triple the price they’ll pay here in Port Buxaca,” said Ellor thoughtfully. 

 “Spice.” Everyone stopped babbling and looked at Clenchjaw. He raised his eyebrows, and everyone began talking again. 

 Spices! Those found exclusively in the Chains like nutmeg and cloves commanded fantastic prices that only got better the farther south they were sold. Cinnamon could bring in ten times its purchase price in Encaster, and black pepper sold in Vakgen was worth more than twenty times its cost in Colada. 

  As long as they didn’t get greedy and try to take the large and well-armed ships of the Northern Trading Company or the Chains and Clavvish Enterprises, they stood a fair chance of taking high value with low risk. Some of the hands thought their problems solved until Chos brought them up short. 

 “Dangerous sailing in parts of the Chains,” he warned. “I’ve been in those waters. Uncharted reefs everywhere, strong currents, monsters and the Tanglesea.” 

 “What’s the Tanglesea?” asked Finve. 

 “Seaweed,” said Buck. “Leagues of it. You’re in blue water, no bottom on any sounding line, but there’s seaweed anyway. It attaches to the hull and starts growing immediately. It’s magic and it eats ships. 

 “After a watch in the Tanglesea, you’re so fouled with it you’ll never get out. No amount of wind will save you. Put boats over to tow, and it attacks the boats. There’s over a hundred ships caught in it, full of starved to death sailors and untold riches in cargo. The treasure ship Jessa is in there and the Stork is, too. Even ships painted with Neverrot get caught. Captain Orsten tried to get in for the Jessa, and some say he’s still there, screaming and cursing the weed.” 

 Most of the hands looked frightened, but Drac looked disgusted. “Oh for Stess’ sake!” 

 “No, no it’s true,” said Chos. “I’ve seen the Tanglesea with my own eyes! Ships from every nation, ships like you’ve never seen, some under full sail. And none of them move and none of them sink!” 

 “And you’re smelling the dead. I’ve been seeing it, too.” 

 “Hundreds of ships?” 

 “Dozens, anyway.” 

 “Where exactly is it?” Sako asked. He’d heard the name but no more when he’d been in the Chains. 

 “Hard to say; it’s drifting, sort of,” said Tirpa. 

 “West of Seela,” Chos said. “I don’t know the fixes for the edges, but it’s between there and Clavland.” 

 “Enough,” said Afnir. “We’ll discuss it on the way! So we’re cruising the Chains looking for small spicerunners, is that it?” 

 “And anything else we can get!” 

 Afnir smiled at Brog’s comment, and began giving orders. “Tirpa, take four men and all the money and get some provisions. The rest of you make ready for sea. Sako! Chart us a course for Costa. Let’s get some spices! I’d like Swag Island to be hull down on the horizon by the end of the next watch.” 




  

 26
 The Sack Of Port Therma 
 

 Only four ships came out to meet them: a sloop, two brigs, and the Whitewing; battered, leaky and elderly but still a formidable battleship of sixty guns and six hundred men. 

 Stiv Dallo on the Swift checked the Hawk to his fore and the Dragon to his aft to be sure he was still in line. Pallo Argi on the Eagle was in command of the Red Fleet today. Port Therma had been his idea; the Republic was deeply involved in the war and her colonial defenses were suffering. Taya’s navy was not a threat to the city, but there were fifteen thousand troops from the Empire somewhere between Braden and Port Therma. Most of Agresia’s troops in Clavland were also between those two colonies. 

 Stiv neither knew nor cared if the troops had joined battle yet, but word from Kimbula was that only the Whitewing remained to defend Therma by sea. Surely the Red Fleet could destroy her, Argi had said. The other Red captains had agreed, even though no one liked Argi. After the Whitewing, it would only be a matter of bombarding the one fort. And looting. 

 Stiv checked his position again, and saw that the Hawk had put up her Feathered Skull. The other ships were displaying their colors as well. 

 “Run up the Skull and Bones,” he ordered. There were nine ships in the Red Fleet; Stiv thought he had a pretty good chance of surviving this fight. 

 The Agresian sloop broke off and ran due east. They probably meant to head for Hanarre for reinforcements. Without orders from Argi, Arballe on the Stinger gave chase. 

 Stiv approved; it was the best use of the small ship for now. He’d still get his fair share of the haul. The Red captains had all taken the Society Oath to divide the haul equally between surviving ships. Of course, everyone would only be honest about it so long as the others were watching. But Arballe didn’t have to worry, his Brothers on the other Bloody Fist ship would take care of him. Stiv didn’t have that luxury as all of his Brothers were on the Swift with him. 

 The Agresian brigs were in gun range and turned to present their broadsides. Whitewing was beyond and between them, turning ponderously. Stiv looked to the Eagle for Argi’s signal. 

 ‘Fire only on  Whitewing, ignore brigs.’


 “Acknowledge that, please. Gunners, fire only on the battleship!” Most of the other ships also acknowledged, but the lead ship in their formation fired. It was Felicity. Water splashed forward of the lead brig. 

 “I guess Captain Stansek doesn’t care what Argi says,” Stiv’s first mate commented. 

 “Just as well,” Stiv said. The Whitewing was in range, and would be in firing position soon. “Come on Argi. What’re you waitin’ for?” 

 Both brigs fired, one at Slicer and one at Star of Sipa. Neither did very much damage as far as Stiv could see. Finally the signal came. Eagle, Falcon and Hawk fired on the Whitewing immediately after. 

 “About valling time! FIRE!” Stiv’s guns boomed along with the rest of the fleet, all aimed at the Whitewing. Everyone was using round shot; they meant to sink the battleship as quickly as possible. Stiv saw water fountain all around the Agresian ship before the smoke from his guns obscured his view. The line didn’t hold together very long after that. They were sailors of enterprise, not a disciplined navy. They were used to fighting one on one or two or three on one, and not against naval ships. Even so, sheer numbers made up for their lack of discipline. It was over in an hour. 

 Slicer  had gone down—less than twenty men had been saved by the other Knifehand ship, the Wavecutter. Of the survivors, Star of Sipa had lost the most men and was leaking. 

 As for the Agresians, Whitewing had gone down with all hands, one brig was burning uncontrollably, and the other drifted under half sails, crewed only by bloody corpses. The sloop had been boarded, taken and scuttled. 

 Stinger  rejoined the Fleet in time to begin the bombardment of the fort. Port Therma took ten broadsides from each ship of the Red Fleet, but the fort was only able to return fire three times before displaying a white flag. Swift was closest when the garrison surrendered, thus Stiv was the first to arrive at the docks. 

 “Seize control of the best houses you see and push the people outside,” Stiv told his men. “Herd them into the central square.” 

 Soon the Falcon and Hawk joined him at the docks. The Featherheads moved to secure the fort and subdue any soldiers who weren’t ready to surrender. Stiv joined one of the larger groups of his Bluehats and went looking for loot and liquor. 

 In the third house they took, they caught a Featherhead raping a Clavvish house slave. Before anyone could move, the girl snatched the Featherhead’s knife and stabbed him with it. 

 “Fair enough,” said Stiv. “Run, you’re free now. Keep the knife.” She spat on her rapist and darted past the Bluehats and down the stairs. “Wait,” Stiv said, but she was gone. She had left her dress on the floor. 

 “Help me,” the Featherhead croaked. 

 “Not bloody likely. You know the rules: you don’t vall unwilling women.” 

 “She was willing…” 

 “Yeah, that’s why she stabbed you!” one of Stiv’s men said. 

 “Loot the house,” Stiv commanded. “Let him bleed to death right there on the floor. Somebody cut off his stap, so when his own brothers find him, they’ll know why he’s there.” 

 The Red Fleet stayed for two days and cleaned out every warehouse, business and home. One wall of the slave pen had been breached by their bombardment, and over five hundred ‘head’ of stock had escaped. Captain Treauville culled the Clavs out from the captives camped in the square and set them free as well. 

 After the sailors of enterprise had finished with the town, they turned their attention to the five merchant runners in the harbor. Four were slavers who hadn’t taken on their ‘cargo’ yet. Unfortunately for them, they had plenty of coin for their purchases. One captain actually cried. He was ruined. 

 “Good,” said one of the Burners present. “Even our profession has more honor in it than yours.” 

 The last ship was owned by a Hanarran and was loaded with finished tobacco products. That captain didn’t cry or complain as he watched the Bluehats stealing a fortune. “Could you leave me enough food and water to get home?” Stiv packed his pipe and lit it before answering. “I don’t see a reason not to. This is fine stuff!” 

 “It’s from my father-in-law’s plantation. I think when I get home I’ll talk to him about managing it, like he wanted me to.” 

 “Tired of being the captain of a runner?” 

 “Tired of the risk. Your guys have been gentlemen about it, but what if next time some other crew of….uh—” 

 “Sailors of enterprise,” Stiv prompted. 

 “Yes. What if they decide it would be fun to torture or kill me? As a farmer all I need to fret over is the weather.” 

 “Sounds boring.” 

 “Boring but safe. I got a little girl and my wife’s pregnant again. Boring looks real good to me right now.” Stiv thought that was pretty funny. 

 After they had finished with the ships, they cleaned out the armory. Weapons, shot and powder were always useful to sailors of enterprise. In the end, Argi estimated their haul to be upwards of fifty thousand Agresian flames. The Red Brothers were amazed at how easy it had been. 




  

 27
 Komiver 
 

 The Smilers had eight days of provisions left when they finally spotted a ship that was not flying Kimbulan colors. 

 The Golden Sunrise was really showing her age and condition. She leaked mightily, requiring three men to constantly spell each other on the pump. Only one pump worked. Below the waterline, she was covered with weed and barnacles. Sako estimated that the hull cost them about six knots. The sails were thin and split with monotonous regularity. Nevertheless, they were still able to catch the little Agresian sloop they’d found. Afnir ran up the Bloody Smile and the runner struck her colors and hove to before Clenchjaw could fire a warning shot. 

 Once aboard they found out why. The crew was shorthanded and there was much evidence of storm damage. Furthermore, they were sailing in ballast. Not only was there no cargo, there was very little money aboard. 

 Olik’s professional beating of the captain produced the story that they were contracted for a prepaid cargo of pineapples, one way. Roughing up the rest of the crew produced one ember and a handful of coals. Disgusted, the Smilers took all of the ship’s necessaries: lumber, spare sails, rope and tools. They also cleared out the galley. 

  Sako’s navigational equipment was better than theirs, so he left it. However they did steal the pump. Afnir magnanimously left them half a barrel of salt pork and a barrel of beer, and set them free. 

 Ellor carefully noted down the coin taken. “After accounting for Anford’s share and what we still owe, each man’s share is actually a negative number. Would everyone please pay up immediately?” 

 The Smilers howled with laughter. 

 Afnir was not smiling and kept his back to his men. My first haul as captain and it’s a handful of copper! No cargo and I didn’t even have enough men for a prize crew to take the sloop itself. Fine captain I make. We’d do better with Komiver in command!


 Komiver was a sea legend, the sole survivor on a ghost ship that had appeared in Gateway a century ago. He signed aboard another ship that was wrecked in the Chains. Komiver survived that as well. The ship that rescued him stopped briefly in Seela, but was never seen again after she left. Komiver’s name had become synonymous with misfortune at sea. More than one sailor had disappeared at sea after being perceived as a Komiver. 

 Despite the poor haul, the Smilers were in good spirits. Drac had no shortage of volunteers to help patch and replace sails, and Sturo supervised the successful installation of the second pump. They found their workload halved after that. 

 They were now entering the Chains in earnest. Coral heads reared up from the bottom, clearly visible in the crystalline water. None were close enough to the surface to be a danger yet. Tiny islands were scattered over the horizon to the north and west, some large enough to support a few trees. Brightly colored fish were visible everywhere. Thard and Chos tried to catch some to supplement their food stores. Ellor soon took an interest as well. 

 “We can’t eat that one, he’s poisonous,” Afnir said. Chos and Thard were examining Ellor’s latest catch, a pale yellow round fish. 

 “It’s a blowfish. My grandmother said there was a secret to what part is good, but she never taught me. Throw it back.” 

 “I’ll use him as bait,” said Ellor. He stabbed the fish and was amazed when it deflated. “Let’s see what down there wants to eat an injured blowfish.” He tossed the fish over without releasing the hook. Within moments he’d attracted the attention of a large fish. The predator took the bait and ran so hard that Ellor was plucked right out of his chair. He was dragged to the rail and lost his line. Once they saw he was unharmed, Ellor’s fishing companions laughed at him. 

 “What in Stessaca’s name was that?” Ellor asked, as they helped him back to the chair. “Was that a shark?” 

 “Barracuda.” 

 “Do they taste good?” 

 “Doesn’t matter,” said Thard. “He got away.” Sako badly wanted to join them, but he was far too busy taking fixes and updating his charts. He’d only ever approached the Chains from the west and was confident only of the direct route from Braden to Ressatta. Sure knowledge of the reefs in the Chains might be very important someday. On the third morning in the Chains, the Smilers spotted a strange sail and gave chase. 

 That lasted until dark, when they finally gave it up as a bad job. They hadn’t gained more than a thousand yards in twelve hours. The lookouts reported rough water and occasional reef heads all around, so Afnir ordered all sails reefed and the anchor put over. 



[image: cutlass image scene break]



 As the Crew ate their evening meal, Afnir sat alone in his cabin, seething. What am I doing wrong? He’d knit the former port and starboard watches into one Crew. He’d led the castaways back to port. So Tirpa had actually taken the Sunrise, but he hadn’t hesitated to turn it over to Afnir. Dason had saved them from the press-gang, but that was more dumb luck than leadership! And what good captain doesn’t use each crewman to the best of his abilities?


 He’d led and directed the taking of their first prize; it wasn’t his fault that there was nothing worth taking other than the sloop itself, nor was it his fault that his Crew was too small to form a prize crew. And today! Full new canvas and favorable winds and they’d never gained on their quarry. They probably didn’t even know they were being chased. No one was grumbling yet, but he knew he had better turn it around soon. Or else they’ll decide I am the Komiver aboard.


 They came upon a Sevulian runner tacking toward them. In response to the ‘I-Y’ signal, Afnir ran up Kimbulan colors and a parley signal. He waited until they were in gun range, and then struck the false flag in favor of their Bloody Smile. Kostek pushed the helm over and Clenchjaw fired a warning shot that splashed water on their helmdeck. 

 The Sevulians turned about and broke out all sail. Clenchjaw fired both of his other guns from the port battery and missed. Afnir shouted desperate orders and the sails were reset as Kostek turned to chase. Regardless of the Smilers’ best efforts, the Sevulian cruised away like an offended serving girl from an obnoxious flatterer too drunk to stand. In a quarter of an hour they were out of gun range. Afnir continued the chase, but the Sevulian was hopelessly out of reach by the end of the watch. 

 “Call it off,” Afnir said disgustedly to Tirpa. Without waiting for an acknowledgement, Afnir stormed to his cabin and slammed the door. A little while later Tirpa, Thard and Sako entered without knocking. As expected, the last bottle of wine stood empty before the captain. Afnir sat with his arms crossed on the table, slumped so that his chin rested on them. He glared at them morosely. 

 “It’s the Council, is it? Come to put the Komiver down? Who’s to do better?” 

 The other Smilers were a bit taken aback by the reference to Komiver. They’d heard the word whispered on deck more than once. 

 The surgeon recovered first. “The Crew hasn’t called for the Council, Captain. Your officers merely wish to speak privately with you, sir.” 

 “No one’s losing faith in you,” said Tirpa. “Been some bad luck, but not like there’s being a Komiver aboard. Not your fault.” 

 “Damn right it’s not!” Afnir scowled. “Even so; I’m still responsible. Stowe did everything wrong, and we still took more under him than I’ve ever gotten us!” He tipped up the bottle, realized it was empty, and flung it against the bulkhead. “Stessaca’s eyes, what do I do? We’ve enough food for two weeks not counting fish, and enough beer and water for sixteen days. What then? If we turn back to Port Buxaca now, we’d all go hungry for a few days. Selling the Sunrise won’t pay off our debt either. Then we scatter and join other Crews? I’ll be the laughing stock of the whole island! Captain Sanfora, the worst sailor of enterprise to ever sail the Buxacan Sea!” 

 “You’re not the worst ever, Afnir,” Sako said. “Stowe was. And not a hand aboard thinks you’re a Komiver. There’s something we can do to improve our chances: we need to careen this tub, and let Sturo put a work crew to fixing the leaks.” Sako paused to light a cigar. He only had three left. “We’ve got two and a half feet of water sloshing around in our holds, and that’s with every hand but you and Ellor working the pumps all watch, every watch. The hull is so fouled with barnacles and weed and worm that we might as well already be in the Tanglesea.” 

 “If we’re finding a large enough island, we’re reprovisioning,” said Tirpa. “Got powder for hunting and Brog has his bow. A little luck and we’re finding a spring. Plenty of fruit here in the Chains.” 

 “As your surgeon, I recommend shore leave for the Crew, Captain. Some fresh food that wasn’t swimming a few hours ago—especially fruit—and some rest would do a world of good.” 

 Afnir had been visibly brightening as his friends spoke. He sat up straighter and began to fuss with his shirt. 

 “The order has to come from you, Afnir. Captain.” 

 “All right, gentlemen. Let’s make it happen. Lookouts to find a large island with a beach suitable for careening. Set a course north by northwest. The reefs are getting shallower, so we’ll have to take it slowly.” 

 “Slow,” Sako said with a wry smile, “the Golden Sunrise can handle.” 




  

 28
 The Jono Frigate 
 

 It took less than a full day’s sail and a course alteration further to the north to find what the Smilers were looking for. The island was almost tailor-made for their purposes. It was a few miles long by one wide and heavily wooded, with a reef-protected beach. There were two gaps clearly visible in the reef that would allow egress for a ship. There was even a wreck beached forlornly to the port side of the near entrance. 

 Afnir sent a boat commanded by Chos to take soundings in the lagoon. He was pretty sure the depth was sufficient, judging by the size of the derelict, but then how was she wrecked? In any case, Thard had cleared Chos for exercise and Chos needed to know that his captain had confidence in his abilities. The boat rowed around the lagoon, taking soundings as she went. Then they dropped off Balgo at the wreck and returned to the Sunrise. 

 “Tide’s rising right now, and the bottom doesn’t come up until about two fathoms from the shoreline. I sent Balgo to see if there’s anything we can use over there.” 

 “Well done. Take the boat to the beach and we’ll sail in before the tide swings.” The Smilers drove their ship directly onto the beach. Balgo reported some useful lumber on the derelict, and some  cannonballs too large for their guns. 

 “Before we’re exploring any more, we should be hauling the ship over.” 

 “Tirpa’s right. Get the lumber, provisions and guns out.” 

 Once that was done they forced the ship higher onto the beach by using trees as pulleys. They pulled the stern around until the Sunrise was parallel to the shoreline. Lines were made fast to the masts and she was painfully heaved onto her side. By now it was nearly dark and high tide, so Afnir called a halt. 

 They went back beyond the woodline until they found a clearing with the remains of a firepit. A cookfire was lit and Drac was sent back to the ship. He reported what most already suspected: no light was visible from the beach. Balgo made them a meal of pancakes mixed with salt pork. 

 Afnir ordered the watch schedule maintained. “We’re as vulnerable as we’ll ever be with the ship beached and her guns out,” he said. The night was alive with insect sounds and bites. There also seemed to be quite a lot of wildlife from the noise. 

 In the morning, Brog and Aler went hunting in opposite directions. A troop of monkeys harangued the sailors from the trees, throwing fruit and offal at them until Dason shot one. They stopped screaming at once and disappeared. Balgo was sent up the trees, much like a monkey himself, to gather fruit. 

 As the tide wasn’t fully out, the others went to explore the wreck. Her name was Predator and she’d been there for some time. A tattered and moldy black flag was found in the cabin, but nobody recognized the sword and hourglass device. There were no mortal remains and no marked graves nearby. 

 “These scars in the wood are coming from grapeshot, boys.” Tirpa fingered the depressions in the hull. “Predator was caught unawares, I’m thinking.” 

 “They were finished here,” Dason agreed. “We might be too, if we’re not done before someone else shows up.” They gathered up the useful lumber and got to work on the hull of the Golden Sunrise. 

 The barnacles and weed had to be burned and scraped off and rotted planks were removed and discarded. Sturo was everywhere, inspecting ribs as they were exposed. 

 “So far she’s actually pretty sound,” he reported to Afnir. “It’s only some of the planks are rotten and the chinking is crumbled, but the ribs are fine. Some fresh lumber, oakum and pitch and paint…” 

 By the time the tide came back in, the entire portside had been repaired, but still required pitching. Aler returned, dragging a goat and carrying several ducks. Balgo had collected a fair amount of fruit as well, but it was Brog they were happiest to see. He carried a boar over his shoulders and dragged a makeshift travois bearing the sow and piglets. The Smilers feasted that night. More than one bemoaned their lack of spirits, and there was precious little tobacco for after, but overall it was the best meal they’d had in weeks. 

 The next day they were up before the sun to finish the port side of the hull. They finished in time for the tide change, refloated the Sunrise and spun her to do the other side. 

 Ellor was set up with a table near the Predator so he could sketch her and the others fell into an exhausted sleep. They had to wait for the tide to retreat again. 

 Something in the water caught Ellor’s eye and he called excitedly, “I think there’s a cannon down there!” 

 “I’ll look,” said Finve. He waded out, took a few deep breaths and plunged under. The others watched through the clear water as he swam to the suspected ordnance, looked it over and kicked off for the surface, as gracefully as any fish. 

 “He’s right! Long nines, one on top of the other. Throw me a line—they’re only two fathoms down; just deep enough to hurt my ears. We can raise them!” 

 “Hold fast,” said Afnir. “Why are they there? Are they spiked?” 

 “I don’t think so. I’ll make the line fast and you can haul it up enough so I can check the bottom. If it’s good, I’ll give two tugs.” 

 “Let’s make it happen.” 

 “I’ll get the line,” said Buck. He darted off to their stores dump and retrieved a coil. With a practiced cast, Buck tossed one end to Finve’s waiting hands. Brog and Olik moved Ellor, and Sturo and Arno grabbed the table as Finve dove again. Buck held on but was forced to wade out about eight feet past the waterline. “I need more rope.” 

 “On the way,” said Sako. He estimated the distance between Buck and the nearest tree large enough to serve as a pulley, took up a coil of line, and swiftly inspected it for fraying. It would do. Sako cast the end to Buck and ran a loop around the tree. Buck secured the ropes as several hands joined Sako at the tree. 

 “Ready!” 

 “Pull!” 

 Sako and the others heaved a few feet until they ran out of slack, then an extra few feet. 

 “One two, one two!” 

 “Heave!” 

 Sako and his mates grunted and strained to drag the heavy gun up to the beach. Finve popped up, gasping for breath. Dason tried to replace a spent Finve for the diving portion, but was unable to handle the depth. Aler gave it a try and successfully secured the second gun. This one was harder to raise; its bore was full of sand. The tree was smoking from the friction by the time they got it up. Afnir stood over the guns with a smile and looked at Sturo. 

 “Well?” 

 “Sure, I can make carriages for these. Just need Chos and Sako to determine where they’ll balance best once we’re afloat.” 

 “Finishing the hull first,” suggested Tirpa. 

 “Yeah, let’s make that happen. Once we’re floated and our guns are back in her, then I’ll feel safe experimenting with these two.” Another thought occurred to him. “Wasn’t there some shot in that?” Afnir indicated the Predator. 

 “Yeah,” said Balgo. “I’ll get it.” 

 “I’ll help,” Drac said. 

 “Good. Make it happen. You like these, Ster Gunner?” 

 Clenchjaw nodded. He seemed pleased, but not excited enough to use words. 

 “All right, Brothers; back to scraping.” 

 There was some good-natured grumbling but no one shirked. 

 The Smilers worked feverishly for the next two tides; only Brog and Ellor were excused. Brog continued to add meat to their pile and had even found a good stream of sweet water. Ellor was the lookout. Drac and Balgo had retrieved seventeen cannonballs from the wreck that were suitable for the new guns. Clenchjaw used his off-time to scrape and clean the tubes, examining them closely for cracks and flaws. 

 Finally the Golden Sunrise was floated and her stores and guns reinstalled. The long nines were hoisted aboard and lashed to the deck until they could make carriages for them. Sturo beamed proudly. “Trims better than she ever did.” 

 “She does,” said Afnir. “Well done, Brothers!” 

 The Smilers boarded happily and made ready. They had provisions for at least five more weeks of cruising. The Golden Sunrise rolled easily back out through the break in the reef and put on sail. The last line had been set when Olik, who was at the masthead, said the one thing no one wanted to hear: “Deck! Sail!” 

 “Where?” 

 “Aft of the port beam, by the point of the island.” 

 Tirpa produced his looking glass and scanned. Hidden partially by the bulk of the island was a sleek three master with a distinctive hull and rigging. 

 “Jono frigate,” he reported. “She’s seeing us. Altering course and putting on sail.” 

 “Stut!” Afnir wasted no more time. “All hands aloft except a gun crew. Break out every stitch of canvas. Clenchjaw, load ‘em all. Calas to the bowsprit: find us some shoals too shallow for him!” 

 The Jonos had to know what they were; they were too far from any shipping routes. Honest ships had no reason to be here and it was obvious that the Jonos were aware that the beach was suitable for careening. That explained the Predator. It was Stessaca’s luck they were patrolling near here today. 

 The Golden Sunrise fled. Aler called out a shoal sighting and Sako turned to follow. Everyone felt the difference in their speed. Sako had no time to cast the log, but an eyeball estimate said they were moving at double their previous best speed. Even so, the frigate closed to within gun range swiftly. She turned neatly and white smoke bloomed along her entire starboard side. 

 “GET DOWN!” several voices cried as one. Seconds later there was the swoosh of passing shot followed immediately by the thunder. Several sails were holed and a few stays were parted. The Golden Sunrise slowed. 

 “Let her fall off, Sako!” Sako pulled the whipstaff and their gunner shouted his favorite word. 

 “FIRE!” Clenchjaw’s meager three gun broadside was loosed in response. Every shot hit, but the balls merely bounced away as far as they could tell. “Reload! Chain!” 

 “I’m reading her name. Sword’s Edge.” 

 “Apt,” was Afnir’s only comment. 

 “Shoals ahead, just a few points to starboard!” 

 “Thank you, Aler! Sako, four points starboard.” 

 “Yeah yeah.” Even as the Smilers altered course cannon snouts started to poke out from Sword’s Edge’s starboard side. 

 BOOM. The guns were fired in perfect unison. As Afnir had narrowed his profile, many of those shot missed, but not all. Two struck glancing blows along the hull, one breached just below the aft gun on the port side. The last one smashed into the stern and punched through the top shaft hinge. The whipstaff was severed from the rudder and Sako was smashed into the starboard rail by the impact. Sako climbed shakily to his feet and realized what had happened. 

 “Rudder’s gone! I can’t con, Afnir!” 

 “Passing shoals now, more ahead!” 

 “Let the tops and jibs fly!” Afnir couldn’t think of anything else to do. They were finished, but he wouldn’t strike the Bloody Smile. The frigate was dead astern; another broadside would destroy the Sunrise. If they board, I’ll not be taken alive. Afnir glanced over the side and was surprised at how shallow the water was here. We
draw seven and a half feet; the frigate must draw twice that…


 There was a sudden bump, violent enough to alter their course and knock Finve and Brog off the main spar. Both hung precariously for a moment before they swung back up. We must have hit the second shoal and gone over. Afnir looked up at the rapidly closing frigate and smiled. 

 The Sword’s Edge made a horrendous sound as she hit the reef. At least five sailors were tossed from the rigging. Sails began falling away and Afnir could clearly see the Jono captain’s ironic salute. Signal flags began to appear. 

 ‘Damage repairable. Chase no longer necessary. Good luck with no rudder.’ 

 Afnir looked at Sako and Dason: “Got any witty replies?” 

 “Sure. How about: Watch out for reefs?” 

 “Send it.” And the Smilers drifted away. 
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 Becalmed 
 

 Afnir decided to leave the mainsail reefed at the half. The wind was favorably pushing them away from their adversary. 

 “Our luck, we’re going aground in a hundred yards or so,” Tirpa said sourly. “Aler, how’s the bottoming on this course?” 

 “We’re clear, Tirpa. Bottom disappears in twenty yards.” 

 Afnir studied the receding frigate through Tirpa’s telescope. The Jonos had furled all sails and put an anchor over forward. A second anchor was being carefully lowered into a boat astern. Repairable? At a shipyard, maybe. In any case, they weren’t coming after the Smilers anytime soon. Now, about the rudder…“Sturo!” 

 “Down here.” Afnir leaned over the taffrail to see Sturo’s head poking out through the hole. He was surprised to see the main part of the rudder still attached at the lower hinge. It didn’t look very secure. 

 “Can you fix it?” 

 “I need to rebuild this bulkhead first. Before that, I’d like to go over the stern in a breeches buoy and nail some braces in before we lose that thing. I can’t make a new one that’d work as well. We’d need my father for that.” 

 “Make that happen then. Need any help?” 

 “Balgo, if you can spare him, and enough guys to work buoys for the two of us.” 

 “You’ve got them.” Afnir turned and explained the problem and solution to the Crew. A work team was put together and soon the two were lowered carefully to the water astern. Both men had hammers tethered to their wrists. 

 Thard cut a plank into manageable lengths for braces and Kostek lowered a bucket of nails and tied it off. The rudder was braced on both sides such that wave action couldn’t dislodge it. Everyone was relieved when the carpenter and his mate were raised with the job finished. 

 “I can’t make a ‘for now’ patch,” Sturo was saying. “This section supports the upper hinge. I want an ‘x’ across the hole from the inside, and then…” Afnir lost the rest of the conversation as they passed him on their way to the ladder. 

 Tirpa had the rest of the Crew repairing sails and running new lines. There was nothing for Afnir to do. They’re a good Crew. Too bad they’re sailing under Captain Komiver.


 “I think we need to get more specific on where we want to cruise.” It was Sako, a rolled chart under his arm. Afnir allowed himself to be led to Ellor’s table and was soon lost in the discussion of trade routes around Costa, Seela and Nesang. He never realized that it was a ploy to keep him from brooding. The conversation lasted until dinner, when all work halted. 

 The next morning, the Sword’s Edge was at the horizon and Sturo reported to Afnir that he still had three hours work to do. 

 “Need any help?” 

 “No, it’s all me at this point,” Sturo said tiredly. “I’ll need to go over the side again later though.” 

 “Let me know, I’ll give you the men.” 

 Sturo nodded and went back to work. He had just finished attaching the whipstaff and was climbing into the breeches buoy when Dason wandered up. He made a show of straining to pull the whipstaff. 

 “This thing still doesn’t work,” he said. “Fine carpenter you are!” 

 “Of course it works. I fixed it.” 

 “Oh sure, if we only need to go straight, then I guess it works fine!” 

 “Well, I fixed it. Nobody said we needed to turn.” Sturo gave Dason a mock glare as he was lowered over the rail to remove the braces. When he was hauled back up, he went straight to the helm. 

 “Let me try.” It moved easily. “Turns fine! Must have been a poorly trained helmsman.” 

 “Piss-poor carpentry!” 

 “Landlubber on the con.” 

 “Seamstress with a hammer!” 

 “Hey,” said Drac. “Proper term is sailmaker or tailor.” 

 “Sorry,” said Dason. 

 “Sheepvaller!” said Sturo. 

 “That’s my job,” said Brog. 

 “Yeah, that’s his job, you blacksmith!” 

 “Blacksmith? You go too far!” Sturo drew himself up to his full height. “You have impugned my honor as a carpenter,” he declared formally. “I challenge you to a duel, sir!” 

 “Agreed. Pistols at dawn.” 

 “Are they serious?” asked Finve. 

 “Nah,” said Sako. “Watch.” 

 “Dawn? What about now?” Sturo pointed a finger at Dason, thumb cocked to simulate the hammer. Dason quickly ‘drew’ his own finger. “Count of three?” 

 “Agreed.” 

 “One…two…Bang!” 

 “Augh!” Sturo collapsed to the deck, clutching his chest theatrically. “No honor…you cheated…augh…” 

 “Oh shut up and die already,” Dason said. “You know I hit you in the heart.” 

 “Wait, I don’t feel any pain. I think you missed!” Sturo rolled onto his side and started to rise. In response, Dason drew his other finger and shot him again. 

 “Ow! You got my leg.” Sturo fell down again. “I’ll get you now.” 

 “Hold on, I’ve got to reload.” 

 “If we’re all done playing,” said Afnir, “I’d like to get underway. Just admit you’re dead so we can toss you over the side.” 

 “I’m not dead yet.” 

 “Yes you are,” Thard said around his pipe. “With the blood spurting like that, he hit an artery. You died a few minutes ago.” 

 “Dammit!” said Olik. “Now I’ve got to swab up all the blood. Drac, toss that body overboard.” 

 “Only if I get his share.” 

 “You can have my share of the debt!” Sturo said. 

  Everyone laughed except Afnir, whose face went blank. “Belay that nonsense! Every man to his post! We don’t have time for stage character games!” He whirled and stalked to his cabin and slammed the door. Shocked out of their fun, the Crew stared at the door. 

 “You’re hearing him. Let’s go.” 

 The Smilers made ready to sail. Only Kostek had a comment: “Now he thinks the debt’s his fault, too?” No one had an answer. 

 The rudder worked fine and the ship sailed well, but the wind died at sundown. They were becalmed for days. 

 Sturo and Balgo made carriages for the new guns. Afnir wanted to replace the center gun on each side and use the six-pounders as fore and aft swivels. Sturo wanted to make swivel plates and leave the smaller guns in their carriages. 

 Clenchjaw shook his head. “Recoil.” 

 “Balance won’t be right,” Chos said. “We’re too small for both heavy guns amidships; it’ll affect our steering.” 

 “What do you suggest?” 

 “Chasers,” said Clenchjaw. 

 Afnir didn’t understand, but Chos did. “Yeah…put one on one side of the bowsprit and the other on the opposite side of the rudder.” 

 “She’s trimming nicely that way, and not hurting our maneuv-ering.” 

 “Alright then. Make that happen.” 

 Sturo cut out a section of the taffrail and installed ringbolts. A team jockeyed the gun into position to the starboard side of the helm. It was a tight fit. Buck commented on it to Aler. 

 “We need a bigger ship,” was the reply. 

 “What we need,” said Afnir angrily, “Is some Stess-damned wind!” The men watched him warily. It was considered bad luck to talk about wind while becalmed. 

  Afnir ignored them and turned to address the Crew. “I didn’t want to do this as we only have the one boat, but it’s been four days so I think it’s time to start towing. Chos, make it happen. We’ll change out boat crews every two hours.” 

  The Smilers did as they were told. No one was happy about it, but there was no complaining. There were no alternatives. By sundown they were just a few miles further west, and there was still no wind. The next day was the same, a few miles gained by muscle power, none by sail. 

 Afnir had had enough. He called for Council after dinner. When the men were gathered in the waist and the officers found places on the helmdeck, Afnir stood and faced his Crew. 

 “Brothers, there’s a Komiver aboard. Since I’ve taken command, we’ve been separated into two groups. The group I was with was nearly pressed into the Imperial Navy. We are in debt to our eyeballs—and I can’t seem to fix it. We’ve chased three runners. Three! We only caught one and then only because she was short-handed and storm damaged. And what did we get? A few coals each? Even their food didn’t last us long. We tried to improve our odds by careening, but I picked an island known to the Royal Navy and we had to fight off a frigate! The only reason we’re not hanging in Jono City right now is because the frigate hit a reef. Not because we outfought her, and not because of anything I did. Even then we lost our rudder. As fast as youse fixed that, we lost the wind! What’s next, a hurricane? 

 “There’s a Komiver aboard. I’m it. I’m stepping down and I’ll support whoever youse elect.” 

  After an uncomfortable pause, Tirpa spoke. “We’re not thinking you’re a Komiver, Afnir. We’re having a run of bad luck is all. No one’s blaming you for it.” There was a chorus of ‘no’s as the Smilers agreed with the first mate. 

 “Nevertheless.” Afnir removed the checkered headcloth and hung it over the whipstaff. He looked at it regretfully, and walked down the short ladder to join the hands. 

 Tirpa waited for Afnir to stop, then picked up the checkered rag. “And who’s wearing this now?” 

 “Why not you?” said Finve. “We all saw you take this ship with only seven men.” 

 There were murmurs of agreement, but Tirpa shook his head. “I wasn’t wanting it on Gull Stut Island, and I’m not wanting it now.” 

 “I nominate Dason Nive,” said Aler. 

 “Second!” said Brog and Kostek together. 

 “All in favor?” asked Thard. 

 “YEAH!” The acclaim was nearly universal, with Afnir the loudest. 

 “I don’t want it!” 

 “Too late,” said Olik. “We just elected you anyway.” Tirpa handed the headcloth to the younger man. 

  Dason smiled but did not don their symbol of authority. “All right then, my first order is for all of youse to elect someone else.” 

 Voices rose in protest and Chos pushed through to the ladder. 

 “Stessaca’s eyes! Why are all of youse so afraid to be captain? I’ll take it if none of youse are man enough!” He reached for the headcloth, but withered and grew pale under Sako’s glare. 

 Chos’ hand dropped back to his side. Dason noted the exchange and grew thoughtful. “We need a special man to be Captain of the Smilers. He needs to be a good seaman and respected as a leader, someone we’d all follow willingly, as we followed Afnir.” 

 “You’re describing yourself Dason,” said Ellor. 

 “Ah, but the man I’m describing won’t turn away if its offered, and he has one other quality that every other captain in the Brotherhood shares, but I lack.” Dason paused dramatically and looked around. He had the Crew’s undivided attention. “He’s vicious, my friends. I can hold my own, but I wouldn’t stomp on a downed enemy just to hear his bones crunch! We need someone who would butcher half a crew if one of us were trapped on the deck of some prize!” Dason paused to gauge his audience again. They were almost there. “Tell me: who is the most feared man on this ship right now?” 

 “Well, Buck’s afraid of Olik,” said Brog. The tension was broken by the laughter. 

 “So am I,” Dason said with an insincere smile. “But I mean the man even guys from other Crews are afraid to cross, and one we’re all damned glad is on our ship…” 

 “Sako Pizi.” Kostek was the first to see where Dason had been leading them. “Me and Nitch was assigned to keep him away from Hargen after he got whipped.” 

  “Some Knifehands wanted to start something with me,” Sev added. “But they backed down when they saw Sako watching.” 

 “And to this day, no Hangmen dare to set foot in the Dalarian Arms,” Dason finished. With a flourish, he presented the checkered headcloth to Sako. “Will you be our Captain? Sir?” 

 Sako didn’t reach for the headcloth immediately, but took a few moments to study each hand. “Is this what youse want?” he asked quietly. To a man, they answered in the affirmative. 

  Sako nodded and took the checkered cloth. He tossed it over the side. “Won’t be needing that. Youse know who I am.” 

 “Did you really crunch Stowe’s bones?” Finve asked in tones of awe. 

 Sako just shrugged. “He was already dead. Couldn’t kill him again.” He said to Tirpa, “I’m going to shake up the officers a bit; I want you as boatswain again.” 

 “That’s being fine with me.” 

 “What about me?” said Chos. 

 “What about you?” 

 “Am I to be the Mate again?” 

 “No. Dason’s the Mate. He got me into this, he’s going to share it with me.” Dason smiled. 

 “So it’s back to hand, is it?” 

 “Chos, I don’t like you, but you’ve earned your place in this Crew. Besides, you’ll make more as a hand under me than you did as Stowe’s Mate. That I promise you.” 

 “Who is to navigate, Captain?” Thard asked. 

 “I’ll handle both jobs. It’s one less officer come divvy time.” Sako paused. “Unless…Afnir?” 

 “What, apprentice Navigator? To you?” Afnir scowled. “I don’t have the patience to learn all that. Nor do you have the patience to teach it.” Then he brightened. “As a hand, my share of the debt is reduced, isn’t it?” 

 “That’s right,” said Ellor. 

 “All right,” said Sako. “I want everyone to rest until dawn, no work except masthead watch. We’ll tow again at daybreak, with Afnir in my spot in the schedule. Any other business for Council? No? Council’s over.” 

 Afnir and Sako switched berths. It wasn’t hard for Sako to move into the captain’s cabin as he didn’t have much gear. He ignored his own directive and spent the evening prowling about the ship, looking at everything with new vision. 

 The Crew had elected him, but were they really his Crew? I have to remember to treat Chos fairly. Otherwise he’d be guilty of holding to the old port watch/starboard watch mindset. I had to put him down, though; Tirpa’s the better sailor, and Dason’s the most loved and trusted man aboard. He was the perfect complement to Sako’s solitary and broody nature. Acceptable in a Navigator, not so much for a Captain. Sako was not given to self-examination, but he knew himself that well. Only with Dason could he again be the free and easygoing boy he’d been at his parents’ inn. Then was there, now is here. Our luck’s about to change. I can feel it.





  

 30
 Aboard the Death’s Head

 

 The captain of the Death’s Head snapped his glass shut and stood still for a moment, fingering his newest eye patch. This one featured a large ruby cut to look like an iris. There was an emerald in the center where the pupil should be. He’d been told it looked ghastly, which appealed to his dark sense of humor. 

 Other than the hideous patch, he was a handsome man with wavy dark hair that was graying at the temples. He looked and dressed like an Agresian aristocrat, and ran his ship like the naval vessel it had once been. The men didn’t mind; most of them had been Navy to the core and had only lost faith in it after the betrayal of their captain. They were currently in the Chains, headed west. 

 Deadeye shook off his reverie and looked again at the ship that was closing steadily. She was a Jono frigate, well-armed, and heavily manned. She was sleek, dangerous and flying Royal Navy pennants. She was just entering signal range so that Deadeye could read her flags. 

 ‘HMF Sword’s Edge. I-Y.’  ‘I-Y’ was a standard abbreviation used with signal flags. It meant ‘identify yourself’. 

 “Your orders, sir?” That was Balwerre, formerly a Commander of the Royal Agresian Navy, now a fugitive like himself. 

  Balwerre was still his First Officer. A commoner, but the closest friend Deadeye had ever had. The Death’s Head was a light frigate, smaller and lighter than the Sword’s Edge but unquestionably a warship. There was no masquerading as a merchant runner. Perhaps…


 “Run up my old coat of arms and the Agresian colors. Send ‘Privateer Victorious of Hanarre in Agresian service’.” 

 “Yeah yeah, sir.” The colors and signal streamed out with naval precision. 

 After a few moments the masthead lookout reported.”Deck! New signal, sir!” 

 Deadeye raised his glass again. Now he could see several officers with telescopes pointed at him. 

 ‘Pirates in area. Where bound?’ 

 Deadeye responded quickly. ‘Ordered to Port Therma. Who pirate?’ The two ships continued to close. 

 ‘Evil eyes over bloody sword on black. Brig Golden Sunrise.’ 

 “That would be that new Crew, sir, the Smilers,” Balwerre said. “I can’t remember the kid’s name, sir.” 

 “Sanfora. I met him—” 

 “Permission, sir!” the helmsman said. 

  Deadeye turned a cool gaze on the sailor. He didn’t care to be cut off in mid-sentence unless it was very important. “Speak.” 

 “If they get much closer, sir, they’ll be able to read our escutcheons.” 

 Deadeye nodded appreciatively. That was important. “Good man. Turn five degrees to starboard. Let’s try and keep our distance without altering course too noticeably.” 

 “Five degrees, yeah.” 

 “Deck! She’s running her guns out, sir! New signal coming!” 

 “Stut!” said Balwerre. “He must have a Viste aboard!” 

 “Indeed. Call battle stations if you please, Commander.” 

  Deadeye looked for the new signal as Balwerre relayed his command to the senior non-officer. That one blew his whistle in the distinctive pattern that meant ‘to arms, battle stations’ in the Agresian Navy. 

 The sailors scrambled to comply. Deadeye’s guns were manned before he completed reading the signal. 

 ‘No quarter Deadeye.’ 

 “Send an acknowledgement, please.” 

 “Yeah yeah, sir!” 

 “And harder to starboard, helm. Give me one solid broadside at his bow…” 

 And the dance began. 

 The fight was evenly matched. Though smaller and lighter, the Death’s Head was manned by hardened veterans who knew their trade well. This offset the firepower and manpower advantage of the Jonos. The Sword’s Edge was newer and should have been faster, but the repairs from the reef were not quite a hundred percent, while the sailors of enterprise had careened just two weeks past. 

 Both ships enjoyed excellent leadership; a maneuver by one was answered properly by the other. Deadeye soon realized he was facing one of Jonos’ best. The surgeons on both ships got very busy as the pounding of the guns took effect. Finally, the Edge rammed the Death’s Head, but Deadeye’s men were able to repel the boarders after some stiff fighting. 

 “Time to teach them a lesson, it seems. BOARDERS AWAY! FOLLOW ME!” 

 Deadeye himself led a party over, but was forced back by superior numbers. The Jonos cleared wreckage and unfouled the ships efficiently. Deadeye wouldn’t waste men trying to prevent them—he correctly surmised that interfering would cause the Royal Captain to send over a second boarding party. He didn’t intend to make the task easier. 

 “Muskets! Pick off those men!” Marines aboard the Sword’s Edge returned fire in such volume that it was worth a man’s life to be forward of Deadeye’s foremast. 

 The ships were finally disengaged and the sailors of enterprise tacked out while the naval ship wore away. 

 “He’s given us the weather gage, Commander.” 

 “Yes, sir. Load starboard guns with shot, port with chain!” 

 “Helm, I want to crush them with shot first.” 

 “Starboard guns, yeah.” Death’s Head drove in, fired and began to turn so that the port broadside would be fired almost point blank. But the Sword’s Edge was far from finished and responded with a disciplined broadside of her own. 

 The impact knocked Balwerre down. He recovered quickly, only to have blood fountain into his face. It happened two more times, each fountain weaker than the last. 

 Balwerre knew what that meant—someone had been struck in a major blood vessel and was going to die. Who? He cleared his eyes and found himself facing forward. Twenty more men were down, and four guns were destroyed or off their carriages. Then he found the source of the blood. 

 “Pol!” 

 Deadeye lay nearly at his feet, a large splinter protruding from the creamy lace that adorned his collar. 

 They were nearly on top of the Jono, and in firing position. Balwerre wasted no time. “Fire!” 

  The chain flew out and destroyed the Edge’s sails. 

 “Maintain heading, helm. He can’t chase us anymore.” 

 “Maintain heading, yeah.” Both men were too professional to let their dismay show. 

 “Deck! Signal, sir!” 

 Balwerre didn’t need a telescope. ‘We’ll meet again Deadeye.’ 

 Balwerre sighed tiredly. “Acknowledge that, please.” 

 The Death’s Head ran to the east, away from the site of her famous commander’s death. 




  

 31
 Sako’s Plan 
 

 In the morning they began to tow again. After two boat crew changes, Aler noticed that they kept losing tension on the towrope. He reported this to Dason back on the ship. 

 “Take a break from rowing,” Dason shouted back. “I’ll have Sako cast the log.” The ship gained slowly on the boat as that was done. 

 “He’s right,” said Sako. “We’re making almost a knot. Must be the Sevulian Current—if it is we should gain speed.” 

 “Should we leave off towing, then?” 

 “Yeah, but leave the boat in without a crew, in case we need to pull out of the current later.” Sako rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. “Belay that. Bring the boat in. There’s nothing we need to fear in this direction at this speed.” 

 “Okay.” Dason shouted to the boat crew to come back aboard. 

 They drifted with the current, and picked up two more knots by the end of the watch. They were still becalmed, but towing was unnecessary. The men relaxed and waited for something to happen. 
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 On the masthead, Balgo scanned the horizon complacently. There had been nothing to see for quite some time. No sails, no whales, few clouds, and a distant storm to the fore. Storm? “Deck! Storm on the horizon, five points off the starboard bow!” 

 “How big is it?” asked Dason. 

 “I can see the edges but it’s closing.” 

 “Just rain? Or are there whitecaps?” Sako asked. 

 “I think there’s caps!” Wind. The Smilers cheered at that. Perhaps their luck was finally changing. Sturo ran below and returned with Tirpa’s telescope, which he gave to Sako without a word. Nodding his thanks, the young captain opened it up and studied the storm for a few moments. 

 “Definitely whitecaps,” he announced. Sako lowered his voice to address Dason. “Get some canvas up, storm furled. See if we can get some steerage.” 

  Dason gave the necessary orders as Sako continued to watch the closing storm. The swells increased slowly. 

 The men in the crosstrees felt it first; whoops of joy let those on deck know that the first breeze had finally arrived. Sako passed the looking glass to his first mate. 

 “Storm’s moving on an oblique; closing, but on a course to pass to our portside, I think.” 

 Dason looked at the storm for a few moments and agreed. “You want full sail and a course to the north?” 

 “Let’s stay storm-rigged for now, but steer one-nine-five. We’ll pass Hanarre on our starboard beam; my plan is to try cruising closer to Sevulia.” 

 “Sevulia? I thought we were looking for spicerunners here in the Chains. Cargoes out of Sevulia are pretty well guarded.” 

 “Not going in, though.” 

 “Well sure, tools and building supplies and such like won’t be well guarded, but what would we do with that?” 

 “Not ordinary goods—slaves.” 

 “Slaves!” Dason’s confusion quickly became anger. “Sure, they’re valuable. If you sell them in Sevulia. But slavery’s abhorrent! I’ll not trade in slaves and neither will any man aboard, I can tell you that! I can’t believe you would consider it!” 

 “Keep your voice down!” Sako hissed. “Who said anything about trading slaves? I want to bounce this idea off you first, then see if the crew will buy it. You willing to listen?” 

  Dason nodded reluctantly but kept his arms crossed. 

  “We’re going after small spicerunners and whatever else we can get, right? But that’s not where the real money is. How many prizes would we need to take just to get out of debt? We’d become known. You think the Jonos, Tayans and Agresians aren’t hunting known sailors of enterprise? That Jono fired on us just because they suspected us. 

 “What I want is a Chains and Clavvish Enterprises ship, or a Northern Trading Company ship. But to take one we need men, right? Well, where are we gonna find them? We think slavery’s abhorrent—how do you think the slaves feel? And those on a slaverunner bound for Sevulia won’t be born slaves: penals, debtors, criminals—there’s bound to be some genuine sailors and genuine fighters. As for the rest…if anyone can turn sea-virgins into real salts, it’s us.” 

 “All right, what about those we free who won’t join us? What about women and children?” Dason pulled out two cigars and passed one to his friend. Both lit up and puffed a few times before continuing. 
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 Forward, Ellor watched the two men as he puffed contentedly on his pipe. Now there’s a winning combination. The accounter was more comfortable with his ship’s leadership than he’d been since the Albatross.
Afnir wasn’t too bad a leader, but there’s a world of difference between leading a gang of boys and men on a ship.


 Ellor had fully expected Afnir to quit if things got too rough or complicated. Sako, on the other hand, will jump through fire, and drag the rest of us with him. With Dason as the Mate to moderate Sako’s rashness, we can take on the world. There was a new plan coming just as soon as those two had worked out all the details. 
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 “Feed them to the fish?” Sako said. “After all, I’m supposed to be so vicious…” 

 Dason just gave him a look. 

 “Okay. I figured we’d just put them ashore.” 

 “Maroon them? Women and children?” Dason was no longer speaking in sarcastic anger. 

 Sako knew that meant that he’d bought the plan. “Yeah, maroon ‘em,” Sako said. “About a day’s walk from the nearest settlement, either on Sevulia or here in the Chains. They wouldn’t have a chance on Clavland without tools and supplies…but they’re not our problem after we free them. We’ll have the ship, too. That’ll be worth something.” 

 “I doubt it. You ever smell a slaverunner?” Dason made a disgusted face. “Stut and piss, vomit and misery. There may be some coin aboard but no; the ship will be worthless. All we really get from this is the additional men. More hands to split the next haul with.” 

 “That makes it a bad idea? I’d rather split five hundred crowns among ninety than twenty-five among twenty-one, wouldn’t you?” 

 “Ninety? Where’d you get that number?” 

 “Let’s say the ship we hit has three hundred ‘head’ as they call it. About a third will actually be useful for our purposes. I figure a third of those won’t join. Seventy or so plus our twenty-one is ninety or so; plenty to hit a Company runner.” 

 “Whose cargo will be worth way more than five hundred!” Dason finished enthusiastically. “Plus that ship will be larger and better armed than this tub. Take her, sell the Sunrise and we’ll actually show a profit. I like it!” 

 “You think its good enough to tell the Crew?” 

 “Yeah yeah!” 

 The Crew reacted to the plan pretty much as Dason had—with skepticism followed by enthusiasm. They continued through the Chains, keeping well away from the inhabited islands. As they sailed, Sako initiated battle-drills. The Smilers practiced their gunnery a bit, but Sako wanted everyone to concentrate on close quarter fighting. 

 Anyone off-watch in daylight was required to practice for the full watch. The captain did not exclude himself from the drills. He crossed blades with everyone at least once. Even Ellor practiced the pistol under Dason’s tutelage. 

 Two weeks of steady sailing brought them within sight of the Clavvish coast. They spotted a small sloop flying a Hanarran banner and took it without a fight. They gained much needed food, a little tobacco, and twenty-six Agresian embers. 

 Afnir was secretly amused by the meager haul. So far Sako was doing no better than he had. Then they found the Tama, of Sevulia. 

 Neither side used their cannons. Sako didn’t want to risk hurting any of the slaves and the Tamas were too surprised to load. 

 They fought well on deck and didn’t surrender until the captain fell wounded. There were seven other survivors. Of Sako’s men, only Balgo and Brog were hurt, neither seriously. 

 Tirpa found the keys and freed the ‘cargo’. Sako ordered them assembled on the deck of the Tama. They were a pitiful sight, filthy and bedraggled. Some were naked, many were sick. All looked hungry. Sako climbed up onto the rail of the Sunrise so he could be clearly seen and heard by all. 

 “My name is Sako Pizi. You may be asking yourselves why youse care what the name is of the man who will sell youse. I will not sell you. You are no longer slaves. But now youse have a decision to make. Why would I take this runner if not to sell the cargo for profit? Because I need men! If you are male and over sixteen years of age, I invite you to join my Crew. The world has decided that youse are fit to be nothing but slaves. I say: To Stessaca with the world! Come with me, sail where you will and take what you want from the sea! We’ll become rich, or die trying, but we will always be free! Those who wish to join: welcome. 

 “Women, children and those who are afraid to take a chance at real freedom will be put ashore, close to a settled town. Here, in the Chains where you’ve got a reasonable chance of staying free. To those I say, Good luck. No one will be hurt. Obey my men.” Sako couldn’t think of anything else to say and climbed down. 

 “Dason, have them brought over in small groups. You, me and Thard will vet them in my cabin. Women and children plus any husbands or fathers will transfer to the Sunrise. Kostek! Make sure they get as much food as they want before they are sent over.” 

 “Yeah yeah.” 

 “And see that those,” Sako indicated the sullen crew of the Tama, held separately by Olik. “Don’t get fed at all!” 

 “They won’t.” Kostek left and Sako looked up. 

 “Masthead!” 

 Buck started; he’d been watching the slaves. “Yeah?” 

 “See that you keep a good lookout.” 

 “Yeah yeah, sir!” The sailor ostentatiously turned his eyes to the horizon. 

 Satisfied, Sako turned back to the proceedings. 

 What had caught Pall’s attention had his as well. At least five of the naked ex-slaves were women. Dirty and bruised, they were still an alluring sight. They could prove dangerous if his men vied too strenuously for their attention. 

 Three sat together with their arms and legs tightly crossed. The fourth was a buxom redhead whose attempts at modesty were severely hindered by two squalling little girls. 

 But it was the last one that got the most attention. She was tall, lean and blonde. She stood easily, hips tilted and arms at her sides. Instead of cringing and hiding, she boldly confronted onlookers with her eyes. Invariably, each man she made eye contact with looked away shame-faced. 

 Afnir came out on deck of the Tama. His team had looted the crew area. As the others distributed blankets—covering the ladies first—Afnir crossed the rails bearing a small chest and a pair of books, which he delivered to Sako. 

 One of the books was the ship’s log, the other contained the navigator’s charts and notes. The latter was well written and very detailed. The Clavvish coast was particularly well documented from Port Therma to Stafa. Sako retired to his cabin to study it. 

  He became so engrossed that he didn’t even notice who brought him the bottle of wine and loaf of dark bread from the Tama’s stores, or Dason and Thard’s entrance. 

 “Interesting reading, Captain?” 

  Sako had to smile; Thard was all formality at sea. “Very. The navigator’s very skilled. His charts cover the entire coast, including some bays where they must have dealt directly with the natives for slaves. But I didn’t notice many Clavs out there.” 

 “There’s about a dozen, I think,” said Dason. “And it’s past tense for the navigator—he was also the first mate. According to the Tamas, ‘that madman with the big sword did for him’. I wonder who he meant? But the rest are as you predicted; debtors and criminals from Taya, some from Agresia. That big breasted redhead with the two kids is from Encaster.” 

 “I wonder how she ended on the block,” said Thard. 

 “Cargo manifest says they had two hundred fifty ‘head’. One ninety-one still alive.” 

 “Tirpa reported four more bodies in the hold.” 

 “A hundred eighty-seven people,” said Sako. 

 “Afnir’s outside with the first of them. The quicker we do this—” 

 “Agreed. Send him in, Afnir.” 

 Though tattered, the first man still managed to look intelligent and somewhat cultured. He glanced nervously around the cabin and its occupants. 

 “I’m Sako Pizi. This is my first mate, Dason; my surgeon, Thard. I’m not real concerned with how you came to be a slave if you don’t want to talk about it. In fact, if you’d like to be put ashore, that’s all you need to tell me.” 

 “My name is Gomeneg Wintet, sir. First I’d like to thank you for freeing me from that Stessaca’s hole. I’ve been thinking about your offer, and I’d like to join your crew.” He paused and took a deep breath. “But not as a pirate.” Sako just raised his eyebrows and looked to Dason. 

 “As what then, Gomeneg?” the first mate asked. 

 “I was the top graduate of Garundel’s School. Up until the Agresian Revolution, I was the head chef for Count Baggich. After the Revolution, I worked for a member of the High Council until a jealous competitor denounced me as loyal to the old regime.” 

 “But you weren’t, of course. Didn’t miss that soft position in the Count’s castle?” 

 Gomeneg bestowed an offended look on Dason. “Baggich was a scoundrel, sir!” He turned to Sako. “As for the old order, Captain…I simply don’t pay attention to who is in power. My world is fine meals and pastries; pots and pans, if you will. Politics do not matter to me, be they royal, revolutionary, Imperial or…piratical.” 

 “Your ignorance has cost you, sir,’ Dason said regretfully. “Don’t you see? Everything comes down to politics. Last year the pampered employee of a count, last month cooking for a High Councilor, yesterday a slave. Today a sailor of enterprise? All due to politics.” 

 “Not a pirate, sir. No offense.” 

 “Yet you wish to join my Crew,” said Sako. 

 “I’m not a fighting man, sir, nor a sailor. But the idea of being dumped in the screaming wilderness hardly appeals. I would cook for you.” 

 “Those who wish to be put ashore will be dropped in Ressatta or Colada, near enough to a settled town to walk in easily, yet far enough that our ship won’t be seen by the residents,” Dason said. “Hardly the wilderness.” 

 “Even so, who would use my services? I’ve not heard of much wealth there.” 

 “You could open an inn—” 

 “An innkeeper!” Gomeneg scoffed. “You’re not serious!” 

 Sako’s lips went tight. 

 “Careful,” Thard advised. “The captain’s parents are innkeepers.” 

 “No disrespect intended, sir. It’s merely that I understand business as well as I understand politics. I would have been happy as a slave chef in some plantation owner’s manse, but fate has sent me to you. I trust there’s a kitchen aboard?” 

 “Galley,” said Thard. “Aboard ship it’s called a galley.” 

 “I see.” Gomeneg took another deep breath. “Am I hired, then?” 

 “You are,” said Sako. “If you’re willing to stay on until death. If you wish to be released, you may only go to our secret homeport. Once you’ve been there and know where it is, you can never be free. You’re basically exchanging one form of slavery for another.” 

 “But I will be compensated for my services, will I not?” 

 “Absolutely. We can discuss your salary later.” 

 “Then it’s not slavery. Thank you, sir! You won’t regret it.” 

 Only a hundred eighty-six more people to talk to  , Sako thought as his new cook left. “Next!” 
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Tama’s Cargo 
 

 The interviews with the former slaves went quickly. Either they had no wish to join the Crew or they did. Some of the latter were even sailors. But some interviews went rather differently, and they stuck out in Sako’s mind. For instance, there were Stad and Sharkbite. 

 They’d been pressed into the Imperial Navy, but had been convicted of causing a riot in a tavern several miles inland from Gateway. Sako thought the Empire would have been better served by re-pressing them, but they’d been sold at auction as criminals. 

 “Yeah yeah, Captain,” Sharkbite said. “I’ll be joining your crew. Got no family left and nothing else to lose. I figure the world owes me a little silver, and I’m willing to take it.” 

 Stad was aghast. “These two years we been friends…we’re parting ways here, mate!” He was about to spit, but thought better of it. “If I knew you was that kind—Ster and Stess didn’t make me for killin’ and thievin’ and rapin’!” 

 “That’s enough.” Sako’s voice was deadly quiet. “I won’t force any man to join, that’s why youse were given a choice. By way of gratitude for your freedom, you might consider not saying such things about me and my men in our hearing.” 

 “Thank you for my freedom, sir.” White-faced, Stad turned and left. 

 “He’s not a bad sort, Captain. Just a little holy now and then.” 

 “What sort he is doesn’t matter; he’s off my ship and not my problem. Welcome aboard, Sharkbite.” 

 Then there was Perndil Yellow, a cobbler of no mean skill who’d been driven into debt by deadbeat noble clients. 

 “I’ve heard talk of a town,” Perndil said. He had thick gray hair and an even thicker moustache. “A town where there’s no taxes and a tradesman such as myself can make a fine living. A town where those in power don’t care for the nobility, and believe in paying their debts.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Town’s called Port Buxaca.” Perndil hesitated and swallowed. “Is it real?” 

 The Smilers glanced at each other and let Sako answer. “It’s real. You wish transport?” 

 “I can’t pay you for the passage, but I’ll have the finest boots I can make for you and your whole crew that rescued me the next time you come home.” 

 “That’s nineteen pairs of boots,” said Dason. “Provided, of course that we all live so long.” 

 “Nineteen pair…of the finest sandfish skin. They won’t shine, but they’ll be waterproof and won’t slip on wet wood, with soles thin enough to let you feel the deck and spars.” 

 Thard perked up. Sandfish skin was expensive leather. 

 “That’s very generous, Ster Yellow,” Sako said. “But I fear we’d be overcharging if we accepted.” 

 Thard’s face fell but he kept his silence. 

 “Plus we won’t be seeing our home port for quite some time,” Sako continued with a glance at his surgeon. “If you stay you’ll be sharing our dangers; why not join the Crew and share some of the profits as well? Seed money for your shop.” 

 Perndil was already shaking his head. “Some men were made for roaming the seas and adventure. I was made for making shoes and boots. The boots I’m offering aren’t payment just for passage, sir. I feel my freedom’s worth new shoes for you and your men.” 

 “All right Ster Yellow. We’ll take you with us as a paying passenger.” 

 Next were ten healthy men in a row who would not join. The eleventh person wanted to join in the worst way. 

 “Please, sir!” the boy begged with tears in his eyes. “I’ll be your cabin boy! I’ll be the best pirate ever! Please!” 

 “How old are you?” Sako demanded, as Thard and Dason rolled their eyes at each other. 

 “T-tuh-twelve, sir.” Sniffle. “Almost.” 

  Sako sighed. “I’m sorry. You don’t have the option of joining. No one under sixteen, remember?” 

 “But I’m strong! I can—” 

 “Enough. You’re going ashore, I said!” 

 The boy broke down into tears, and Dason had to physically escort him out. As they neared the door, the boy screamed, “I’ll remember you Sako Pizi! You’re my enemy!” 

 “Stupid boy! I freed you from slavery and I won’t let you become a hunted criminal for the rest of your life—this makes me your enemy?” Sako laughed harshly. “Well, if you want to fight me, come find me after you’re old enough to shave!” 

  Once there was silence in the cabin again, Sako realized he was tired of sitting in his chair. “How long have we been here?” 

 “A little over two hours.” 

 Sako winced. “How many are left?” 

 Dason returned as Thard answered, “Twenty-three women, six children and—” 

 “They’re not joining! See if they’ve got any complaints other than a desire for birthbane tea.” 

 Thard nodded and stepped out. 

 “There’s eighteen Clavs,” said Dason. “They’ve requested to be put ashore on the continent rather than on an island. Since it’s right there, Brog told them you’d do that.” 

 “That’s fine. We can—” 

 The tall blonde woman burst in, followed by an apologetic Thard. “I’m sorry Captain, but she insisted on speaking with you.” 

 The woman was even more comely up close. Shoulder length blonde hair floated softly around a face that featured full lips, a pert nose, and a dusting of freckles. Angry blue eyes contrasted sharply with her black bruises. 

  Definitely Clavvish, Sako thought. “What can I do for you, Stess?” 

 In response, she whipped off the blanket and threw it to the deck. “This was the captain’s! I’ll never forget his smell. Two months I’ve worn nothing and your man gives me this blanket? I’d rather stay naked!” She put her hands on her hips and glared at Sako venomously. “Well? I’m tired of waiting. When does it start? Do you want me on my back on that bed or would you prefer to bend me over a barrel on deck so everyone can watch?” 

  The Smilers admired her spirit while admiring her figure. She was lean and firm; standing erect and unbroken, like a forest goddess of western Clavland. 

 Sako peeled his eyes away from her long enough to take a step to his bunk and opened the drawer beneath. Kacoma had kept cedar chips in there with his clothing, and Sako liked the smell. He fished out his only spare shirt and held it up in offering. 

 “Perhaps my smell would be less offensive? This should be long enough…” 

 Shocked, she accepted the shirt and slipped her arms into it. They watched almost regretfully as she closed the front and buttoned up. The front and rear tails reached mid-thigh and the sleeves were too long, but she was more modestly covered than she’d expected. 

 As she absently rolled the cuffs, she took a deep breath and felt the soft cotton weave against her breasts and shoulders. It felt like silk after the coarse blanket. Her eyes filled and suddenly she was crying in Sako’s arms. 

 “Let’s get both ships underway, course straight for the mainland,” he ordered over her head. “Afnir’s in charge of the Tama. Give him Brog and two more of ours, plus five of the new men and tell him to use the original crew as well. Make sure our sea virgins are paired with experienced hands. Women and children to stay aboard the Sunrise. We’re going to carry out Brog’s promise to his cousins.” 

 “Yeah yeah.” Both men turned to go. 

 “And leave my door open when you go; I’ll be out shortly.” 

 When they were alone, the woman’s story poured out with her sobs. Her name was Freata. 

 She was a music tutor and had taught the Earl of Gateway’s children for two years, and she’d had her own room in the servants’ quarters. 

  One evening she’d been surprised by a knock on her door. It was the Earl, drunk and aroused. She’d refused him but his lady wife had seen him leaving her room. Cries of ‘whore’ and ‘temptress’ rang throughout the house, then all was quiet. Soon after, two of the Earl’s soldiers came for her. They took her to the Slavepens, where she was stripped, branded, given a coarse shift, and tossed in. 

 In the morning she was sold along with a dozen other women. The captain of the Tama picked her for his personal woman for the voyage. 

 “I bit his ear when he put his hands under my shift, so he dragged me out on deck and tied me over a barrel. Every sailor had me. I was still a virgin.” 

 The words were flat, but Sako could feel her shoulders tense as she spoke them. None of the women had escaped abuse and some had died from the sailors’ attention. Others died from the confinement. As their number dwindled, the survivors were pulled up on deck more frequently. 

 “Once they learned that Andrana had children aboard, she became more of a favorite,” Freata said. “She was required to do what none dared force on me. She’s a debtor—her husband was lost at sea.” She stepped away. “I’m sorry; I’ve just been holding it so long…what will you do with the sailors from that ship?” 

 “They will be dealt with.” 

 “They’re joining your crew!” she accused. 

 “I won’t have them.” Sako could only think of Tara. “The shirt is yours. I’ll try and get you some trousers. You may stay here until you’ve regained your composure if you’d like. There’s bread and wine there, on the table.” Sako left the cabin. 

 An hour later, both ships were anchored in two fathoms by the Clavvish coast. The Clavs were ferried ashore and disappeared into the trees. Sako tried to give them some food, but they would take nothing. The leader spoke to Brog. 

 “He says thank you for freeing us, may you always have a good harvest and strong children.” 

 Sako returned the sentiment through Brog and they were gone. The two ships set sail for Colada, the northernmost of the Chains. 

 Word spread quickly on how the women had been treated aboard the slaverunner. Sako told Dason what he wanted to do first, but soon all of the old hands knew and approved. 

 Freata and Andrana recovered faster than the other women, though Sako’s men treated all deferentially. Freata simply would not allow herself to be defeated and Andrana had more important things to think of. 

  Her girls were playing with the other children quietly on deck amidships, except for Sako’s enemy, who stared out to sea. He was the only boy and had no interest in girls’ games. The women were dressed in whatever clothing could be spared or made, and kept to themselves. Andrana stood alone amidships. 

 Someone had given her a pair of breeches that hugged every curve and ended at her knees. Andrana wore one of Finve’s vests, but only the bottom two buttons could be fastened. She had run twine through the upper buttonholes to keep it from flapping open. The result was far more eye-catching than anything worn in Jonos. 

 Sako found himself spending quite a bit of time with her. She had bright green eyes and good, even teeth. She always had a smile for him. 

 “The way you’re standing is very distracting to my men.” 

 Andrana was looking out to sea. She’d rested her forearms on the rail, but had kept one knee straight. Not used to seeing women in breeches, the men could not resist ogling the turn of her hip and curve of her bottom. 

 “I know.” Andrana smiled impishly as she turned to face Sako. “It’s nice to be admired. It’s also nice to know that none will try to touch me without my permission. Isn’t that the way it’s supposed to be?” 

 “It is where I come from.” Sako lit a cigar they’d taken from the Tama. “What will you do once you’re ashore?” 

 “My parents were cheese makers,” she said in her soft Encasteran brogue. “They thought it was a mistake to marry a sailor and move so far from home. Me and my girls will do just fine…until, maybe someday, another sailor comes into my life. Perhaps even a ship’s captain.” She looked at him directly. 

 Sako coughed and tried to look away, but couldn’t. She was so beautiful. He wanted to promise her anything, but had to tell her the truth. “That could take some time.” 

 She tilted her head in response. “A beautiful woman shouldn’t have to wait so long for a man, if she’s looking for one.” 

 “If a ship’s captain said he would come back someday, she would wait.” 

 “How long would she wait? What if he died?” 

 “As long as it takes.”Andrana took a deep breath, threatening the twine. “I’m the widow of a seaman. I’m used to waiting. Men who do what you do become known. If you meet your end, I’ll hear. If you’re successful, I’ll hear that, too.” 

 “So you’ll be looking for your share?” Sako had learned that he could tease her without offense, but Andrana was serious. 

 “I don’t want treasure. I get more attention dressed like this than I would in the finest silk gown. 

 “I want my girls safe, and good men for them when the time comes. And I want you.” 

 Sako wanted her, too. But it was too much to ask her to wait for him. If she were in Port Buxaca…”I need time to think. I will give you an answer before you go ashore.” 

 “Fair enough.” She walked away, and Sako watched appreciatively. So did everyone else; the breeches fit like a second skin. 

 That evening Sako sat alone in his cabin, making entries in his navigational log. The door opened and closed softly. Sako didn’t look up right away and was surprised when a small hand came into his field of view and removed the cigar from his mouth. 

 Andrana kissed him very deliberately. Instead of pulling away as she’d half feared he would, Sako cupped her cheek with one hand. When the kiss was over, he said: “I assumed you didn’t want to be touched by a man for a while.” 

 “And I was afraid you were holding back because I’ve been despoiled.” 

 “I don’t think that at all.” 

 “I know. Now.” She stood and unlaced the vest. “Your first mate saw me come in. He said we wouldn’t be disturbed.” 

 Sako smiled and took her hand. Both knew she had her answer. 

 The cigar continued to burn in the ashbowl, forgotten. 
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 The Imperial Naval Ministry,
 Taya 
 

 Pyer Stom, captain of the privateer Ghost, paid his fare to the hackney coachman and stepped down near the main gate of the Naval Ministry. It would take nearly a quarter hour to walk through the parklike grounds to the front door of the building. Pyer didn’t mind. He was very early for his appointment. It was springtime in Taya and the trees were in full flower. 

 Taya, thought by many to be the center of the world, was a bustling metropolis of nearly a million people, including slaves. The center of the city by the river was visible from these hills. Pyer could have walked from the riverfront, but that would have taken all day. 

 As he’d ridden uphill, the buildings had thinned out and the city had become more spacious. There were three main hills on this side of the river, the one closest to the lake held only the Imperial Palace. The next was home to the mansions of the higher nobility. Earls and higher lived there during the winter months while court was in session. They had palaces on their own lands for the summer. 

 The hill on which Pyer stood was for the Imperial Ministries of War, Navy, Commerce, Agriculture and Treasury. Each was headed by a noble placed there by the Emperor himself. 

 Pyer strode effortlessly down the cobbled path that led in a broad curve to his destination. Everyone in sight was obviously a beaurocrat or an Imperial Navy officer. Pyer was neither and drew some stares accordingly. He had learned long ago to outwardly ignore the scrutiny of others, but it still rankled. 

 Pyer was a man of average height, strong without being bulky. He was dressed plainly but well, with a fine sword at his hip. Silver buckles on his shoes were his sole concession to upper class fashion. His walk proclaimed him a sailor; everything else said ‘fighting man’. But that wasn’t enough to attract the unwanted stares. 

 What was causing the attention, what had always caused notice was his hair and face. Pyer had the fine chiseled nose, thin lips and blonde hair of a Clav. But his hair and eyes were too dark; one of his parents had to be Tayan. Most half-castes were slaves, but some weren’t. Very few had been educated or had risen beyond the menial classes. Only one was a ships captain. 

 Even his name was blended. Stom was what his mother had called him and Pyer was a traditional common name in the far south near the Tascerine Mountains. His father, a count’s firstborn, had loved him, though he’d visited rarely. It was he who’d provided Pyer with the education to become an accounter, but the half-breed had plans of his own. 

 Pyer signed aboard a privateer that had done very well in the Thirty Year War. Instead of frittering his share of the prize money on rum and women, he’d invested it and gone back to sea. Eventually he was able to buy a partnership in his ship and was named captain. They made a fortune hunting pirates. 

 Captain Stom took down three of the most notorious pirate ships to ever plague the waters around Sevulia. Pyer bought out the last of his partners just before the start of the last war with Agresia. 

 The timing was good. Pyer was now wealthy and even a little famous among Tayan seafarers. His handpicked crew was intensely loyal, and not just for the prize monies. Pyer was scrupulously honest, reasonable and fair; traits that most privateers lacked. 

 The war was over, Ghost was in dry-dock and his men were on shore leave, squandering their hard-earned pay. Thus the summons to the Imperial Naval Ministry had come as a complete surprise. 

 Pyer had only been here once before, at the start of the war, when he’d applied for and received his Letter of Marque. It had expired at the end of hostilities and it was now framed and hung in the sitting room of his small house by the river. He hoped they didn’t want it back. 

 A very young lieutenant at the reception desk directed him to a conference room in the Assignments Wing of the building. Pyer walked in to find three Imperial Navy captains in quiet conversation around the coffee service. They turned as one and looked at him with varying degrees of disdain. Pyer had a gift for names and faces and identified them instantly. 

 The most senior was Captain Samdin Sweetwood of House Sweetwood, commander of the sixty-four gun third-rate battleship Mermaid. Tall and with meticulously coiffed hair, he carried all the natural arrogance of those born to the highest class. 

 Captain Calwin of House Calwin was stocky, bald and red-faced. He wore a thick white moustache and the friendliest expression of the three: one of disinterest. Calwin had broken long family tradition by choosing the Navy over the Infantry. He commanded the frigate Speed. 

 Captain Anderon Red wore the nastiest expression on a face marked by pox scars. One of the few commoners to reach such exalted rank, he had no use for privateers, and even less for half-slave bastards. His was the frigate Mist. Pyer bowed his head and greeted them politely. 

 “Captain Stom,” Sweetwood acknowledged. “I hear you’re still in dry-dock.” His tone clearly said, ‘that’s not good enough’. 

 Pyer had heard that Sweetwood treated everyone below the rank of admiral that way, and took no offense. “Ghost will be ready by weeks end, the shipwrights assure me, sir.” 

 Calwin’s expression changed instantly to one of approval. “So you’re Ghost!” He stepped forward and actually put out his hand. “Damned fine work these past few years.” He pumped Pyer’s hand vigorously. 

 None of the nobility had ever offered his hand before. For that matter, neither had many common citizens. Pyer was abashed and made a deprecatory comment about only doing his duty. 

 “Duty?” Red said with a sneer. “How could one of you develop a sense of duty?” 

 Pyer gritted his teeth and met Red’s eye. “My father taught me much of duty, sir. A Letter of Marque is a contract, which I fulfilled to the best of my ability.” Pyer looked down again and smiled at the floor. “For my service I was granted citizenship. Taya is my country as well as my home.” 

 “Pay no mind to him, Stom,” said Calwin “He wishes he were as famous as you. Now, I wonder why we’ve been summoned here today.” 

 “Isn’t it obvious?” Sweetwood said haughtily. “Two frigates, a privateer and my Mermaid. It must be a pirate hunting expedition.” 

 The door opened and Admiral Sir Mekton of House Overbridge strode into the room. He was the twin brother of Lord Merton Overbridge and his authority was second only Minister Snaves. He was a thin man with gray hair. The captains stood at attention. 

 “Good morrow, gentlemen,” he said in his thin, raspy voice. “Sorry to keep you waiting. Shall we begin?” 

 “At your pleasure, Sir Admiral,” said Sweetwood. 

 “Not my pleasure, I’m afraid.” Sir Mekton coughed and his voice took on a stronger tone. “The necessity of Taya. I’m sure you’ve realized what your mission is to be,” cough, cough. “There are far too many pirates in the Buxacan Sea; it’s time to thin their ranks somewhat. Ultimately, I’d like to see Rumtown found and then blotted off the charts.” Sir Mekton’s voice had faded back to its original weak rasp. “As you know, a fleet of ten ships flying the red flags of piracy sacked Port Therma just days before we captured it from the Agresians. 

 “Our spies there reported Agresia lost thirty-six thousand flames in that raid, gold that should have come to the Empire. As of now, there’s nothing to prevent them from doing so again.” Cough, cough. “Participating in the raid were three ships flying the feathered skull of Pallo Argi; two ships showing the dagger flag of Treauville—one of those was sunk; two Bloody Fist ships—the Dragon and the Stinger—” cough. “Stiv Dallo’s Swift, and both of the Burner ships, Stansek and Brock.” Cough, cough, cough.


 “Ahem. This shows a serious degree of cooperation, and leads me to believe that there must be a pirate ‘king’ who commands them all. There have been rumors for years that Baz Anford has a fleet to do his bidding—combine those with the rumors of Rumtown and the behavior of the Red Pirates and you can all see the drift of the current and the clouds on the horizon.” Cough. “Questions.” 

 “Sir.” Calwin waited for a nod. “Four ships isn’t much of a Task Force if we find this Rumtown. There were ten ships involved in the sack of Port Therma and who knows how many of the Black Flag pirates might be there? StrongArm, Spiderhead…Deadeye? Formidable fighters, all.” Calwin paused to light his pipe. “We’ll do our duty and not complain, Sir Admiral, but it sounds like a glorious way to lose the Mermaid and two frigates, not to mention Stom’s Ghost.” 

 “I’m not sure sacrificing several ships is quite what the admiral has in mind,” said Sweetwood. 

 “Stess no!” Cough, cough. “I will leave the details to Captain Sweetwood, but your mission is reconnaissance and targets of opportunity. And there will be five,” cough, “ships—Captain Barsi and the Dolphin will link up with you in Dalaria. Perhaps intelligence from captured pirates can confirm the existence of Rumtown. Next,” cough, cough, cough, “question.” The admiral prepared himself a cup of tea, adding a large dollop of honey. 

 “I have a question, Sir Admiral. Why is he here?” Red pointed at Pyer as if at a particularly disagreeable circus freak. “Shouldn’t this be a Navy affair?” 

 Admiral Sir Mekton took a long sip of his tea before answering. When he did, Pyer was more surprised by the tone than Red was. “How many battles did you participate in this past war, Captain Red?” 

 “Three, Sir Admiral. But that’s—” 

 “That’s not the function of frigates, you are correct. How many prizes did you take of Agresian shipping?” 

 “Six, Sir Admiral.” 

 “Captain Stom, how many battles did you participate in?” 

 “Two, sir.” Pyer kept himself from smiling by concentrating on the knuckles of his right hand. 

 “Prizes?” 

 “Twenty-five, sir.” 

 “And how many pirates have you brought to justice?” The tea must have helped, as there was no more coughing. 

 “I’m not sure, sir. There were three captains…somewhat over two hundred pirates, I believe.” 

 “Captain Red, do you have any pirate flags in your cabin on Mist?” 

 “No, Sir Admiral. I haven’t—” 

 “That’s why he’s here.” Cough. “When Lord Minister Snaves gave me this mission, I immediately thought of Captain Sweetwood and I knew that if I assigned him this task, he would ask for the best ships and captains available. That is why you are all here, and others aren’t.” Cough. “Captain Sweetwood, will you accept this assign-ment?” 

 “I will, Sir Admiral. Ghost is so nearly a frigate that it makes no difference that I can see. Captain Stom has proven his loyalty to the Empire, even if he is not Navy.” This was very high praise, coming from Sweetwood. 

 “You honor me, sir.” For the first time that day Pyer felt confident enough to meet Sweetwood’s eye. The tall aristocrat kept his gaze on Pyer as he addressed Red condescendingly. 

 “Captain Stom is a citizen of the Empire, regardless of his birth. By virtue of being master of a ship, he is also a gentleman. His reputation with sword and pistol precedes him. Don’t goad him again, Captain Red. He may just challenge you, and I don’t think your First Lieutenant is up to the job. Am I understood?” 

 “Yes, sir,” said Red with a black look at the half-caste. 

 Pyer wanted to smile spitefully at him, but kept his face still. Admiral Overbridge handed folders to each captain. 

 “Gentlemen, here are your orders. Captain Stom, yours include a Letter of Marque for the duration of the expedition. 

 “Captain Sweetwood, proceed to Gateway as soon as Ghost is ready for your shot and powder. Rations will be disbursed at Dalaria Depot. If you discover the whereabouts of Rumtown, report to Admiral Harring in Tevon.” Sir Mekton stood. “For the Empire!” 

 “For the Empire!” the others responded. 

 “Good hunting.” 

 “Thank you, Sir Admiral,” said Sweetwood. 
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 Portcall, Ressatta 
 

 The small chest from the Tama held the coin for running the ship, an amount of sixty Tayan crowns. There were also some silver nuggets, which Ellor estimated as worth another twenty. It wasn’t much, but it was only to be divided between the original nineteen Smilers. The new hands would not share in this haul, nor were they responsible for any debts accrued before they had joined. 

 Ellor wrote it out neatly in his book. He preferred to work with Tayan coin. It was the standard against which the coin of other nations was measured. 

 Royal Agresian coins were valued at 3:1; Republic coins were worth much less at 5:1. Jono coinage was less adulterated than Agresian but not as pure as Tayan, and was valued at 3:2, and Alarfaji money, rarely seen in the south, was the purest known and was valued at 3:4. 

 The remaining money went to the ships fund, out of which provisions and necessaries were purchased, docking fees paid, and other sundry costs. 

 Ellor applied that to his ‘Debts’ page, deducting all the coin the Crew had pooled for provisions and adding in the ten percent return he’d promised. That left them with just under forty-five crowns. 

 They owed the ladies of Cathouse Row forty-four. There were nine pages left over to pay on their loan from Sigto & Anford. 

 Ellor sighed. I forgot to pay Gomeneg. The chef’s salary was a regent a week. In two weeks Ellor would be forced to short Gomeneg a page if there were no more hauls. Fortunately, Gomeneg was paid at the same time as everyone else: at portcall. Ellor dreaded telling Sako where they stood, but Sako’s reaction was the opposite of what Afnir’s would have been. 

 “Okay. Don’t worry, Ell. I’ll get you some bigger numbers to write in. As long as we’re at sea, we don’t owe anybody anything.” Sako gave his friend a rare smile and went back to reading the report Dason had prepared on their new hands. 

 There were thirty, of whom eighteen were seamen. There were two murderers, a few highwaymen, a poacher, and a house-burglar. The rest claimed to be debtors, except Sharkbite and Ieskott. 

 Ieskott had been convicted of mayhem. “I never hit her except the one time,” he said of his wife. “After she hit me with a pot, then I smacked her one. She ran off and sent her brothers after me. I took care of both of them and went to a tavern. There I was, drinking my troubles away, when in comes a squad of the Watch. They knew what I’d done and tried to arrest me.” Ieskott shrugged. “So I beat three of them down too, but the last one, he’s got a club and brained me. So here I am.” 

 Sako was pleased to welcome him. A man who could beat five men unconscious with his hands alone would be nearly unstoppable with a weapon. 

 Andrana came to Sako’s cabin a second time before they arrived at the coast of Colada. Sako knew that he’d never forget this woman. He’d find a way to come back for her, someday. She and the other ex-slaves were ferried ashore with the boats from both ships. When that was done, both boats returned to the Tama to return its original crew and several Smilers with very specific orders. 

 Once aboard, the surviving Tamas were seized and fitted with ready nooses. The tag end of each line was tossed over the yardarm and made fast to the anchor chain. The Smilers returned to the boats except for Olik. 

 One boat shipped oars midway to the Golden Sunrise and the other returned. Olik was casually spilling lamp oil on the deck and rigging of the slaverunner. He made sure some got on each of the crewmen as he worked. Sako climbed onto the rail of his own ship to address the slaves on the beach. 

 “It’s said that piracy is a heinous crime. When pirates are caught, they’re usually tried and hanged by whatever authority took them.” The slaverunner’s crew and former cargo were watching him and waiting breathlessly. “It is my belief, and that of my Crew, that rape is even worse than piracy. Everyone here knows what happened to the women on the beach, and to those who died before I came. This is justice.” Sako jumped lightly to the deck. 

 That was Olik’s signal to trip the anchor release. The slavers were hoisted into the air. The nooses had been tied improperly by design—Sako didn’t want them to die quickly of broken necks. 

 Olik lit a firestick and dropped it to the deck, walked aft and lit a second. This one was thrown on the wheel, which caught fire immediately. The fire in the bow was small but growing. Olik jumped over the rail and swam easily to the waiting boat. 

 Brog joined Sako at the rail with seven fire arrows: one for each slaver. He lit the first one, drew and fired in one smooth motion. 

 The captain of the Tama was hit in the groin and the flames caught in the oil Olik had splashed on him. He tried to scream as his scrotum was pierced but was prevented by his slowly tightening noose. Each of his men got the same treatment. 

 “A lot easier than shooting birds,” said Brog. 

 The dangling men burned and bled as their ship took flame. 

 “Good shooting,” Sako said. “Let’s get some canvas up and leave before the fire attracts any attention.” He looked for Andrana as his men obeyed. 
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 On the beach, Freata watched with satisfaction. They might have been pirates, but they hadn’t mistreated her or any of the women the way the ‘honest’ sailors had. Perhaps some men aren’t so bad. She glanced at her companions. Maybe some of them are good.
Andrana certainly thought so. 

  Freata hoped Captain Pizi kept his promise. But even if he doesn’t, I think she can take care of herself and her girls.
No one’s going to take care of me though. Maybe someone on this island wants to learn about music. Freata turned her back on the two ships and began walking inland. The pirates said there was a town nearby. 
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 Andrana and her daughters didn’t leave the beach until she could no longer see Sako. Please come back. I want to see you at least once before they hang you.
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 The Smilers were making for Ressatta, which was the last of the Chains before the large island of Sevulia. Sako spent the time learning the names and faces of his new men. He seemed to be everywhere: high in the crosstrees setting sails, working the lines on deck, and even scraping chain, once. He said little, but encouraged the ex-slaves to speak freely. It was Dason’s idea. 

 “It’s much easier for two men working together to talk than it is for them to approach you on the helmdeck,” he’d said. “They’ll learn that they are accepted as our Brothers, and they will be for life.” 

 It was a big commitment. Once they swore, their only home would be the ship or Port Buxaca. Sako informed them of the rules, the share-out system, and the ship’s command structure, and how to change it if there were need. 

 No one would be required to swear until after they’d made portcall at Ressatta. They’d be left there if they wanted to be. Sako didn’t want any man aboard who didn’t want to be there. 

 They found no targets before Ressatta, to the disappointment of all. The Smilers made port and tied up like any other crew. They left a minimal watch aboard, informed the harbormaster they were privateers, and scattered. 

 Sako lit a cigar as he listened to Dason and Ellor discuss prices and exchange rates. Several Smilers sat at the same table in a rowdy tavern. 

 “Port Sipa will pay more than Gateway,” said Ellor. “The newly wealthy supporters of the Revolution seek legitimacy. They don’t necessarily want goods stolen from the aristocracy.” 

 “So they’ll buy things we’ve stolen? What’s the difference?” 

 “They won’t know where our goods come from. Also, Port Sipa is wealthier than Gateway.” 

 “No way! There’s more rich Tayans than Agresians, and their gold’s worth more.” 

 “They’ll pay more in Jonos for continental goods than in either of those towns,” Chos said flatly. “Still better to sell to our own factors, I say. That’s the way my old Crew done it. Safer.” 

 Sako just listened. A serving girl cleared the dishes and took orders for refills as Clenchjaw arrived. A thin, well-dressed man was with him. 

 “This Pallo Bini. Knew Captain Argi. Factor. Helps crews find cargo.” Clenchjaw looked at the stranger and indicated Sako: “Captain Sako Pizi.” 

 The man extended a hand that was even softer than his voice. “Pleased to meet you, sir.” The hand was soft but there was nothing wrong with the grip. “I’ve helped many of your brother captains find useful cargo.” There was no particular emphasis on the word ‘brother’. 

 “Go on.” 

 “Fifty Tayan crowns, sir, and I can find you profitable cargo from here to anywhere. Or, I can find special cargo for a hundred Tayan crowns. 

 “So, what’s your pleasure? Spice? Carpet from Alarfaj? Sugar is selling well on the docks of Ariton. If you’re short of the jinglies, I can also arrange,” Pallo’s mouth twisted with distaste, “cloth, timber or grain.” 

 “Forty or ninety,” said Clenchjaw. 

 “Those were the old prices, my talkative friend. Times are a little harder now, what with war on the continent…” 

 “Well…I could use a solid cargo, but I am ‘short of the jinglies’ as you say. Perhaps in the future…” 

 Pallo lit his pipe before making a new offer. “I have a specific cargo in mind, sir. Half high end and half of more common goods. For this cargo I would ask seventy-five.” 

 “Seventy-five…” Sako put on a dubious expression and fingered the single silver Tayan regent that sat on the table before him. 

 “Two dozen quality timepieces, from mantle-sized to free standing; sixteen bales of ermine, ten of fox. Thirty cases of Dalia brandy: six bottles per case. Two crates of fine china; five crates of marble sculpture: figurines and such. There’s also seventy-one barrels of Tayan whiskey, sixteen barrels of yellow apples, and twenty tons of cut timber. Pine, I think.” Pallo leaned closer and lowered his voice further. “There are also ten rubies, cut and ready for setting, as well as a dozen lesser stones—all cut.” 

 “Your information is remarkably detailed, sir. And your price is reasonable, but I will have to gather my Crew and collect their pages and coals.” Sako put out his cigar. “I wasn’t lying when I said I was short of coin.” 

 Pallo looked smugly pleased. “Sir, you strike me as a man of your word. I can meet you at dock three at noon tomorrow. In that time and place, sir, I will have a purse and you will have a name, time and destination.” 

 “Sounds like a deal to me, sir. Should this prove as profitable as you say, you’ll become my exclusive factor in Ressatta.” 

 “Very generous, Captain. I look forward to your next portcall.” 



[image: cutlass image scene break]



 Sako climbed the rope ladder up the side of the Golden Sunrise and was met by Dason at the top. 

 “How many left us?” he asked anxiously. 

 “None. They’re all here, ready to sail.” 

 “Outstanding! Here’s some pleasant reading.” Sako passed Dason a folded sheet of paper. To anyone watching, it looked like sailing orders. Dason read quickly, and started giving orders for cast-off. Tirpa’s voice soon joined in. As the Crew made ready, Dason read the missive again. 

 Horizon, brig: 6 guns, 30 hands. Sevulian registry. Captain Taurice Purple. Left Gateway 3 weeks past, course to bypass the Chains to the east, bound for Tevon. Cargo as specified.


 Barring accidents or a storm, the Horizon should be to the northeast of Hanarre at about the same time the Smilers could be there if they left immediately. 

 Eight days of smooth steady sailing brought the sailors of enterprise straight to the Horizon. They were able to get remarkably close before Captain Purple thought to put on more sail and run up an ‘I-Y’. 

  Sako’s response was to run up the Bloody Smile. “Clenchjaw! Put a shot across her bow!” 

  A gun boomed and water rained on the deck of the larger runner, but Purple wasn’t going to heave to. He would have been able to outrun the Smilers had he been more alert in the first place. 

 “Give ‘em a full broadside, then switch to grape!” 

 “FIRE!” The Crew had decided that that was Clenchjaw’s favorite word. Three out of four shot hit. Rail was smashed and one of the Horizon’s guns was upset. 

 Purple returned fire with two guns to no effect. Before the splashes had settled, Smiler guns were nosed back over the rail. 

 Clenchjaw fired his barrage of grape with devastating results. At least half a dozen men dropped. One of the Sevulian guncrews kept discipline and continued to reload their weapon. 

 Sako was close enough that he no longer needed a telescope to see his target. “Muskets! Arrows!” 

 The officer in charge of the last guncrew went down with an arrow in his neck as a dozen muskets were fired. More Horizons dropped but some returned the musket fire. Sako saw one of his new men go down. He started moving forward with a boarding axe in each hand. “Prepare to ram! Boarding parties stand ready!” 

 Tirpa, Ieskott and Balgo were twirling grappling hooks on lines in preparation. Olik had a dozen men ready aft of them. Brog continued to rain arrows on the Horizon. He took out the helmsman. 

 CRASH! 


 “Hooks away!” said Tirpa. He and Ieskott cast their hooks conservatively low to haul the ships together, but Balgo cast his almost straight up, and looped it around the main yardarm of the Horizon. He hoisted himself up and swung across with his feet extended. 

 The maneuver allowed him to knock down a sailor with an axe who was trying to clear Ieskott’s hook. Olik’s team surged across right behind him and began a slaughter amidships. 

 Dason took a running leap well aft of the melee and cleared the rail by inches. He rolled and fetched up against a hatch coaming. 

 Dason came to his knees facing aft with a pistol in each hand. Both pistols barked and the replacement helmsman lost half his face. Captain Purple dropped as well, clutching at his chest. 

 By the time Sako reached the deck of the Horizon, the fighting was over. Afnir led some men below to winkle out those who’d fled, but all was quiet topside. Turning aft, Sako looked at Dason first. The first mate knelt over Captain Purple and was shaking his head in the negative. Oh well. Dead men tell no tales, but they’re also worth no ransom. 

 “Aler, Roffo Zardi—with me to the captain’s cabin!” Sako would not be accused of favoring the old hands over the new. “Tirpa! Prisoners by the mast! Dason! Get these ships unfouled and tied abreast! Who’s been hurt?” 

 Kostek had the answer. “Sharkbite, The Hyena and Arno, but none serious. Leck bled to death from a bullet.” 

 Sako nodded. Leck must have been the one he saw go down before the collision. He continued to the cabin. 

 Inside, he quickly found the logs and the strongbox. The box was locked. “Roffo, take this to Ellor and help him count it; Aler, check Purple’s neck for the key. I’m going to meet our prisoners.” 

 Sako found a few miserable sailors lined up by the mast. Two weren’t able to stand on their own. He was amazed that there were so few and smiled at Olik and his team. “Eight? Bloodthirsty bastards, aren’t youse?” 

 Olik just shrugged, and Sako turned to his prisoners. “Now tell me, what should I do with youse?” 

 “Turn ‘em into valling fish stut!” said the new guy everyone called Stutmouth. 

 “I was talking to them, Stutmouth.” 

  Stutmouth crossed his arms and looked at his feet. 

 Sako tucked his right hand axe into his belt and took the other by its head. Using the end of the haft, he lifted the chin of one man until their eyes met. “Any ideas?” 

 “Murderer.” 

 “Brave man, to say such to my face.” Sako’s voice held neither heat nor that deadly coolness that his friends had learned to recognize as a prelude to violence. 

 “Ha!” said Afnir. “That one was shivering in the hold, knees to his chest and weeping like a girl!” 

 “Hmm.” Sako lowered his boarding axe and passed it to someone behind him. “I was mistaken. But you are mistaken as well. If I were a murderer, you’d already be dead. Instead, call me a ‘sailor of enterprise’.” 

 The Smilers chuckled. “We have your ship and we have your cargo. Since none of youse are worth ransoming, we have no further interest in youse. Killing youse would be a waste of energy.” Sako turned his back on them. “Put them below on the Sunrise and send Thard to them.” Sako looked around at his men as the prisoners were led away. 

 “Brothers! This was our biggest haul ever!” 

  Sako had to wait for the cheering to die down before he could continue. “But it won’t be our last. And, we have a new ship!” Sako had to pause again for their joyful agreement. “Afnir! Drinks for everyone!” That got the loudest cheer yet. 

 There was a lot of work to do. They needed to find a suitable island to maroon the survivors, move the guns to the new ship and repair the damage. But they deserve a party first. Sako took the bottle from Naffen, drank, and passed it to Sturo. We all do. 




  

 35
 From the Horizon To Stafa 
 

 The Smilers got a good price for the Golden Sunrise in Hanarre. They also heard some very interesting news. It was big enough that Sako wasn’t ready to sail for Port Buxaca just yet. 

 “Brothers, what is every tar in port talking about?” Sako asked his men. 

 “Plague,” said Ieskott. “Everyone in Stafa is sick.” 

 Stafa was the only major non-government port/colony in Clavland. Owned by the Northern Trading Company under royal charter, it produced ivory and amber, as well as significant quantities of gold, silver and exotic furs. Stafa remained under company control after the Agresian Revolution. 

 In fact, the Council had continued to maintain a military presence there due to the wealth generated by the town. Only company ships and the Agresian Navy were permitted to call there. 

 “Plague?” said Buck. “How does that help us, Captain?” 

 “It means they’re weak—ripe for a raid.” 

 “Good fort there,” said Tirpa. “Heavily garrisoned.” 

 “But half the garrison is down,” said Sako. “They say one in five has died.” 

  The Hyena let out one of his hideous cackles. 

 Finve gave him a look of distaste before he spoke: “How old is this news? Has Agresia sent reinforcements, yet?” 

 “Word arrived here in the Chains three weeks ago,” said Ieskott. 

 “Chances are it’s not known in Buxa yet,” said Sako. 

 “So we’re getting there before the Agresian troops are, I’m thinking.” Tirpa was warming up to the idea. 

  Chos had thought of something else. “What about other Brothers? Three weeks since the news here…what, five or so to get there from here? Someone else could have heard the rumors too, you know.” 

 “We thought of that,” said Dason. “No Red ships have been seen north of the Line since Port Therma. As for Black ships, Deadeye was here but got chased off by the Sword’s Edge; the Hangmen are supposed to be near Jonos; Sharks are cruising near Mokastitia, and everyone else is in Agresian waters. Spiderhead was seen a week ago south of Kimbula, so he might be in the area.” Spiderhead was the only major pirate from Rumtown. 

 “The only sailors of enterprise still believed to be in the Chains are some small-time newcomers who got a sloop for food and supplies a while ago,” Sako said wryly. “They also are reported to have jammed the Sword’s Edge into a reef.” 

 That got a general laugh from the survivors of Gull Stut Island. And the Hyena, of course. 

 “Has anyone heard word of the Tama, yet?” asked Ellor. 

 “I have,” said Aler. “Ship just came in from Colada and her crew is talking! The tales vary, but most of them mention the sudden appearance of over a hundred people with slave brands in Birdtown and the name Sako Pizi. 

 “Depending on who you believe, the Tama was burned and sunk or eaten by a sea monster. The slaves were brutally tortured by Pizi and his men or the crew of the Tama got what they deserved. One guy said Pizi was the Tama’s captain and he had every woman aboard by force, ate the other children and whipped three or four to death.” 

 “That valling piece of stut Little Ellor!” said Stutmouth. “I’ll bet my stap the little valler is behind all those valling lies!” 

 “Oh come on!” said Sako. “All that from one little boy?” 

 “Better be believing it,” said Tirpa. “People are believing what they’re wanting to, and about people like us, they’re wanting to believe the worst. Being more?” 

 “Yeah. One of the slaves is a red haired woman, walks around naked to show the scars she got, and there’s an educated Clavvish woman who’s in love because she liked the abuse.” 

 “I’ve heard enough,” said Sako firmly. “So, are we still hunting for small spicerunners, are we going home, or are we bound for Stafa?” 

 “Let’s loot Stafa!” said Olik. The Hyena giggled. Everyone else thought that was an excellent idea. 

 It was an easy voyage north, even with the continued gunnery drills and weapons training. The sea-virgins were coming along nicely. There was plenty of rum and whiskey and morale was high. In fact, the only complaints came from the cook. 

 Sako was in his cabin having his feet measured by Perndil when there was a knock at the door. Since those who’d survived Gull Stut Island with him usually entered immediately after knocking, Sako was expecting one of the new men. “Enter!” 

 Gomeneg stepped in without any signs of trepidation. “Captain Pizi, I’d like a word, sir.” 

 “I’m all done here anyway, Captain.” Perndil gathered his things and left quietly. 

 “What’s on your mind, Gom?” 

 “It’s this, sir.” The chef held out a dish of stew. 

 “Smells good.” 

 “It’s swill. How do you expect me to cook anything worth eating when you give me ingredients like this?” 

 “That’s what’s available, Gomeneg. Are you gonna keep waving that around, or are you gonna be reasonable and let me eat it?” 

 “I am being reasonable, sir.” Gomeneg finally put the dish down on the table. Sako produced a spoon and began to eat. 

 “There is no butter, no milk; there are no eggs…this I expect—no cows and no chickens here. But must every scrap of meat be so salty? And vegetables! Surely others exist besides onions, potatoes and carrots! I spend an hour per day picking weevils,” he shuddered, “out of the flour! And the only spice aboard is pepper!” 

 “I like pepper.” 

 “Well enjoy it, because the last we had went into that stew!” 

 “What would you like me to do, Ster Chef?” 

 “To begin, I need more utensils: more pots, more pans, more bowls. I’d like to buy some vegetables myself and I have a list of spices I’ll need—” 

 “Hold on, Gomeneg. Do you realize what that will cost?” 

 “I spoke to Ellor before I came to you,” Gomeneg said defensively. “He said that the cost of provisions is accounted for in the general fund. I cannot provide you and your crew with decent meals on what we have. I would like to take over the duty of purchasing food and drink for the ship.” 

 “Fine. Next time we’re near a market, you can buy whatever you think you need.” 

 “You’re placating me, sir.” 

  Sako sighed and put down his spoon. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Life at sea is hard, Gom, and the food is hard to eat. It has to travel and it has to last, so what’s bought is what will stay edible. We supplement when and where we can—that’s why we’ve been visiting some of the islands here, in the Chains. Fresh fruit and meat that isn’t salted is welcome but unusual. Fish are easier. But milk and cheese and butter go bad very quickly at sea, most vegetables rot, and the vermin get into everything. Most of what we get is from other ships and they usually don’t spend a lot of money on food. 

 “When we raid Stafa, we’ll hit a few of the mansions. You can come along and take what you need from their kitchens and pantries.” 

 “You mean steal? I can’t do that!” 

 “You won’t be stealing—we’ll steal. But only what you pick out. Satisfactory?” 

 “Yes, sir. I suppose I could live with that.” 

 “Good. Anything else bothering you?” 

 “Well…Must I sleep next to Afnir? He’s a good chap, but he snores abominably.” 

 “Sleep wherever you’d like to, Gom.” 

 “Thank you for your time, Captain.” Gomeneg turned to go. 

 “By the way,” Sako said. “What you’ve been doing in the galley is far better than anything we ever did for ourselves, you know. We’re very pleased that you chose to stay aboard.” 

  The chef perked up. “Thank you very much, sir. Wait until I have real food and utensils! After Stafa you’ll taste what I can do with dinner.” 

 “I’m looking forward to that, Gom.” 

 Soon they raised the Clavvish coast. The Smilers kept their distance and followed the coastline north. Stafa had a lighthouse and Sako hoped to find it after nightfall. Any ship approaching Stafa in daylight was viewed with suspicion, and the Agresians kept at least one warship at hand. 

 One of the new hands, Jikver Eleren, was the only man among them to have visited Stafa. He had sailed on a Northern Trading Company ship, and told Sako that Company ships usually arrived on a set schedule, and flew special pennants. 

 “So there’s a stout fort and at least one warship,” said Dason. “Even attacking by night is going to be tricky. I wonder if we’re daring too much.” 

 “There’s no stockade on the landward side,” said Jikver. “Not even so much as a fence. The Company trades with the local tribe a little. The Clavs have never attacked the colony so there’s no defenses.” 

 “What do the locals look like?” asked Brog. 

 “Well, they look like…Clavs, I guess. But with stripes on their faces. Sometimes up and down, sometimes side to side.” 

 “The Vax,” Brog said with awe. “My Ta told me of them. Fierce warriors who ride elephants into battle. Even the Ixen, the Takers, fear them.” 

 “Think they’ll let us move freely through their territory?” Sako asked. 

 “I don’t know. Ta said they don’t pay much attention to the other tribes because they have nothing to fear from them. I should be able to explain that we’re not there to harm them.” 

 “Let’s just hope they don’t have the plague too,” said Finve. 

 “It’s probably run its course by now,” said Thard. “These diseases are quick to arrive and quick to disappear. But pestilence in Clavland usually affects only Buxans or only Clavs. There’s a theory that each continent breeds different diseases—” 

 “Bottom line is we’re not likely to get sick from the Vax,” said Ellor. “Sorry Thard. I love you like a brother but sometimes your explanations get tedious.” 

 “Tedious,” Thard said with a snort. “This from a man who counts beans.” 

 “I’d rather count beans than the different kinds of sicknesses beans can get.” That brought a general laugh and Thard finally smiled. 

 “You win, Ellor.” 

 “I usually do.” 

 Armed with Jikver’s information, Sako headed for a little cove a few miles south of Stafa. The charts they’d taken from the Tama showed that they could safely anchor and disembark there. 

 The cove turned out to be little more than a beach, with little protection and no concealment. The Smilers were going to have to leave a larger deck watch than they’d planned. Dason decided that they’d need to leave at least a dozen behind, not counting Perndil and Ellor. 

 Clenchjaw volunteered to take charge, with the stipulation that he’d still receive his full normal share. Sako agreed and soon had his dozen, which included Drac and Aler. The shore party was thirty-six fighting men, and Gomeneg. 

 The sailors of enterprise set off through the thick jungle, armed to the teeth and carrying empty sacks. There was no trail to follow, but there were plenty of biting insects. The men’s curses could barely be heard for the birdsong. 

 “There must be a million birds, but I can’t see a single one,” said Thard with wonder. 

 It didn’t take long for the seamen to begin feeling claustrophobic. The whole world was green. Every shade of green imaginable was represented in this jungle. The sky was invisible, and line of sight was less than two fathoms. 

  Even the former highwaymen, Uren and Widzen Red were feeling closed in. After several hundred yards they burst into a cleared space. It was a road. 

 “Whose road?” Buck asked. “Vax or the Company?” Brog pointed at the wagon ruts. 

 “I don’t think the Vax use wagons.” 

 “Probably to one of the mines,” Buck said. 

 “How could you possibly know that?” Finve asked scornfully. 

 “Hunters don’t use wagons either. Look! See how deep the ruts are? Must be heavy wagons.” 

 “There might be farms up that road instead,” said Chos. 

 “Yeah,” said Finve. 

 “Doesn’t matter what’s that way,” said Dason with a smile. “What we’re looking for is this way. We need to mark this spot so we know when to turn off towards the ship, or else we might just find out what’s up there. Maybe another fort!” 

 “Tie a strip of red cloth around that tree,” said Fishbait. He was a former poacher who’d been captured while trying to escape across a river. He couldn’t swim, and the baron’s men had called him ‘Fishbait’. The name had stuck. 

 “Won’t the Agresians see it, too?” asked Dason. 

 “Not if we take it with us when we go,” said Fishbait. “I could mark a path almost invisibly, but what if it’s dark or we’re in a hurry? Even a sailor can spot a red cloth what don’t belong there.” The cloth was tied and the men turned toward Stafa. It was much easier walking on the road. Even the sky appeared now and then. 

 A few hours later they were hot, hungry and thirsty. No one had thought to bring any food. Fishbait and the Red brothers left the road to search for water. They found a stream and Sako called a halt. They had seen no one else for hours. Soon they were walking again, and much less enthusiastic about it. 

 Much later, the trees and brush began to thin. There were less birds and the sky became more visible than before. Sako called a halt and ordered everyone off the road. Balgo was sent scrambling up a tree to see how close they were to the town. 

 Once aloft, Balgo could clearly see Stafa and some of its residents. There was a large bonfire in the central square. Several townspeople and a few soldiers stood around it, dressed for mourning and looking unhappy. As Balgo watched, two soldiers walked out of his view, blocked by the roof of the nearest house. 

 They returned carrying a blanket-wrapped body, which they conveyed to the best-dressed man present. He lifted a corner of the blanket to see the face of the corpse, looked up and said a few words to the watchers. When he finished, the soldiers bowed their heads and tossed the body into the flames. More black smoke roiled off, carried inland by the breeze. Balgo was glad the wind was crosswise from his position. 

 Next to the man who must have been the colonial governor stood a man dressed in the full uniform of a Northern Trading Company captain, and behind them stood one in naval regalia. Balgo checked the waterfront and noted a Company runner tied at the wharf and a frigate moored further out. 

 There was a fort at the northern end of the waterfront and a lighthouse at the southern end. The landward side of the fort had an open door with a sentry, and there were two more guards visible on the walls. Two warehouses, four mansions and a few dozen humbler residences were visible from Balgo’s viewpoint. 

 Balgo’s stomach was not surprised to see that the sun nearly touched the treetops to the west. He scampered back down the tree and reported. 

 “How far to the town and how much farther to the fort?” asked Afnir. 

 “About a hundred yards to the first house. Maybe another hundred to their fort.” 

 “We could charge in and take that fort before an alarm can be raised!” 

 “Why?” said Chos with a scowl. “So we can have a pitched battle with those two ships?” 

 “There won’t be a battle if we take those two captains and the mayor hostage!” Afnir’s enthusiasm grew as he spoke. “Then they’ll just bring us what we want without a fight!” 

 Several of the hands thought that an excellent idea, but Dason did not, “You propose to go into the fort that still has half the garrison inside, with hostages? And you think there won’t be a fight? Even if it works, how then do you then propose to get the loot back to the Horizon?” 

 Afnir bristled. It wasn’t that long ago that he was captain of this Crew. “You got a better idea?” 

 “Keep your voices down,” Sako said. “The next man that speaks had better do it quietly and have a reasonable alternative.” 

 “I do.” All eyes turned to Sev Bando. He hadn’t spoken much since his brother had died, and rarely put himself forward. Sako knew that Sev was a lot brighter than he let on. 

 “Go on.” 

 “Let’s wait until dark. Then we walk in like we belong here. We take and loot the first mansion we find, quietly. Then we try and score a wagon team, ride up to the warehouses, load up and leave with nobody the wiser. We don’t fight or shout or anything unless we’re caught at it.” 

  Quite a few of the men liked this plan better, but many still favored Afnir’s. Sako called for a vote. 

 “Show of hands for Afnir’s plan.” Dason counted quickly. 

 “Seventeen.” 

 “And for Sev’s?” Sako prompted. 

 “…Sixteen…seventeen…eighteen.” 

 Sako shook his head. “Sorry Gomeneg. Only Crew can vote.” The chef let his hand drop. 

 “Seventeen,” said Dason. 

 “Looks like you’re the tiebreaker,” Sako told him. 

 “I’m waiting to see what’s going on inside of your head.” 

 “Okay, then. Afnir’s plan gives us plenty of loot and a big fight with no escape. Sev’s plan gets us plenty of loot too, but we may have to do a fighting retreat all the way to the Horizon. What we need is some way to get as much as we can while giving the Agresians a reason to stay here so they won’t chase us. Here’s what I propose…” 

 Once every man knew his part, Sako had them recite it again in sequence. When he was sure they had it, he let them settle down to sleep or rest until nightfall. Smoking was forbidden, so they shared out the quid. Insect noises slowly replaced the birdsong as the daylight faded. 

 Balgo went back up the tree for a last look. “Bonfire’s still burning but no one’s outside. Door to the fort’s still open; same guard. The closest mansion shows no lights and there’s no change on the waterfront.” 

 “Good. It’s time.” The Smilers moved quietly down the road to the edge of town and halted. Balgo pointed out the house he’d seen and Spogan Orange, a former burglar, moved forward and disappeared into the darkness. 

 He returned shortly with his shirt wrapped around his hand. “Nobody home,” was all he said. They filed in through the back door without incident. 

 A single pane of glass was broken near the door latch—now Sako understood why Spogan had wrapped his hand. There hadn’t been a sound. Guards were posted at the doors and two men with muskets were sent to upper floor windows. 

 Gomeneg and Finve went to the kitchen while everyone else searched the house. 

 “Don’t break anything,” Sako reminded them. Artwork, plates and candlesticks were piled by the back door. A chest under the desk in the study contained coin; another in the master bedchamber held more. Dason collected books from the library—they could always be sold after they’d been read, but he was thinking of Ellor. They emptied the wine cellar and Kostek found a jewelry box. 

 When the men had everything they wanted, Kostek and Tirpa left for the waterfront. Five men under Fishbait went looking for a wagon. They returned with two, each pulled by a pair of horses. Sako and the others loaded the swag into the first wagon and Afnir left. Olik, Ieskott and Sharkbite went with him. 

 Once the goods were loaded, everyone piled into the wagons and lay down like corpses except Gomeneg and the two musketeers. Sako climbed up to sit next to Fishbait in the lead wagon and they drove to the warehouses. 

 Sako glanced in passing at the fort. The guard was gone now, but Sharkbite wore his uniform jacket and carried his musket. The wagons halted behind the warehouses and the Smilers went in. Sako stayed outside with Fishbait and Uren Red, who had driven the second wagon. The bonfire was smaller now. Only half of the houses showed light. Sako divided his attention equally between the fort and the ships. 

 A great, noiseless light appeared suddenly, but it was only the beacon for the lighthouse. Sako’s heart pounded. The lighthouse was a marker for the rocks at the southern end of the bay. According to Sako’s charts, the current here tended toward those rocks. 

 The wagons were filling up with crates of amber and elephant tusks. Bales of fur were being loaded as well, but Sako ignored the riches and kept watching the ships. 

 Finally Sako saw what he’d been looking for. First the frigate, then the runner began moving slowly toward the lighthouse. Tirpa and Kostek should be swimming for shore now, their mission accomplished. 

 It didn’t take very long for the naval sailors to realize that all was not well. It did, however, take several moments for the officer on deck to figure out what was wrong. By the time he’d rung the bell and sounded an alarm, the frigate was nearly on the rocks. 

 The runner was within yards of the other ship before its deck watch caught on. Sailors swarmed into the rigging on both ships, and their cries drew the attention of the guards on the wall of the fort. The tavern door opened and several patrons spilled out as well. 

 There was a horrible crunching noise as the frigate went aground, followed shortly by another as the runner collided with the frigate. A few men dropped screaming from the yardarms, but sails were blossoming. Both ships would regain control soon. 

 Chos, Sev and Widzen grunted as they lifted an enormous tusk into the second wagon with Uren’s help. Instead of going back in, they headed for a nearby barn. 

 “Need another wagon,” Chos said to Sako over his shoulder. 

 Sako nodded and turned his attention back to the ships. The frigate was in trouble, and started listing to starboard. The runner was in better shape, but her bowsprit was jammed deep into the main shrouds of the frigate. Arguments flared between the two crews as they tried to separate the ships. 

 Chos returned with a small, one horse wagon. The Smilers stopped trying to pile more on the first two wagons and swiftly filled the third. The activity finally attracted the attention of one of the men by the tavern. 

 “WHO’S THERE AT THE WAREHOUSE?” 

 Everyone was looking at Sako and the wagons. Sharkbite called urgently into the fort as the rest of the people in the tavern exited. More men came out of their houses. Some people started toward the wagons, others ran off in various directions, and some headed for the fort. They stopped, confused, when Sharkbite leveled his musket at them. A bell began to ring somewhere. 

 “Let’s go!” Sako said. “Time to sail!” His men hurried out of the warehouse with their burdens. 

 A huge explosion rocked the town and a fireball appeared in the middle of the fort. The soldiers on the walls were thrown from their feet, as were some of the men by the tavern. Afnir’s mission was complete. 

 “LET’S GO, LET’S GO!” The wagons jolted as the horses lunged. There was a bloodcurdling scream as the portside aft wheel of Sako’s wagon rolled over Sturo’s foot. Two men grabbed him and slung him into the wagon. 

 Ieskott and Olik came out of the fort, carrying a bloody-faced Afnir between them. Sharkbite fired into the crowd facing them. One man fell and the rest scattered. Afnir’s party ran after the wagons. A few citizens tried to stop the wagons, but they were unarmed and were quickly dispatched. 

 Howling like madmen, the Smilers charged back to the first house they’d taken. Tirpa and Kostek were already there; Afnir’s team caught up to them before any of the townspeople did. 

  Sako jumped off his wagon, shouting commands. “Light the torches! Thard! Get the wounded onto the wagons and move out! Take Gomeneg with you!” 

 The wagons rolled and the Smilers formed a line across the road. The last one was still in sight when a warning was called down by one of the musketeers, “Here they come!” 

 Several dozen men approached Sako’s line, mostly soldiers, but there were a few civic-minded civilians as well, some of whom carried real weapons. They were led by the fort’s commander, who’d been in the crowd by the tavern. A veteran with twenty years in the infantry, he knew his business well. 

 Unfortunately for him, Sako had never been trained in the niceties of land warfare. He gave the order to fire as soon as the Agresians were in range rather than wait for them to make a standing formation. 

 A few fell and one of the civilians decided that he wasn’t very civic-minded after all, but most of them held steady and leveled their weapons. The Smilers dropped their muskets, drew pistols and fired again. Infantry units weren’t armed with pistols, except for the officers, but the Smilers were. Like most sailors of enterprise, they carried several. Dason carried six. They kept firing until they were out of charged pistols. The surprise was complete as more Agresians went down. 

 The militia broke at that point, but the professionals held, waiting for the command to fire. The commander raised his sword and Dason shot him with his last pistol. The sword fell and the soldiers fired as one. 

 Sako was amazed. None of his men were hit. He drew his sword. “Boarders away! Throw those torches!” 

  Laughing and howling, the Smilers charged. The torches landed on the thatched roofs of some of the smaller houses nearby. Sako figured a few fires should slow any organized pursuit. 

 The soldiers had been reloading and were not prepared to face a charge. They didn’t even have their bayonets fixed. The Agresians collectively decided that it would be politic to go elsewhere. 

 Sako had a new command. “Avast that!” he roared. “Into the woods!” Most of his men stopped, but not all. 

  “Aayo! Youse want Clenchjaw to get all the loot? Let’s go! Up the road!” Their discipline restored by greed, the Crew turned as one and ran. 

 They didn’t run very far. Soon they were blundering and falling in the dark. The Smilers, like all sailors, weren’t used to running long distances, and they’d already walked all day. They were also hungry, and several still carried sacks of loot in one hand. 

 Widzen lit a torch and led the way, Sako and Dason brought up the rear. Hours later they were taking a rest break when Sako noticed something strange. He called Widzen over. 

 “How far have we come?” he asked the former highwayman. 

 “I reckon we’re about halfway home.” 

 “Then how come I can still see the glow of fires from the town?” 

  Widzen squinted down the road. “That’s not from the town: that’s torches! We’re being followed!” 

 “On your feet, Brothers! Reload weapons; there’s soldiers back there.” 

 “Let ‘em come,” Olik growled. 

 “You think they got horses?” asked Buck. 

 “Doesn’t matter,” said Dason. “If there’s one thing soldiers do better than sailors, it’s walk. They won’t need horses to catch us.” 

 “I hear something!” someone up front called urgently. The Smilers quieted and listened. 

 “One horse with a wagon,” Widzen announced. 

 “Everyone into the portside trees,” Sako said. “Leave the torch in the middle of the road.” 

  The men crashed into the trees, cursing the undergrowth. Soon they were silent and invisible just a few fathoms from the road. The wagon continued toward Stafa at a walk, then slowed. It came to a stop just short of the torchlight. 

 “Aayo Smilers!” The horse started forward again and the driver’s face was illuminated. Sako and Dason smiled at each other in relief. 

 “Fishbait! Turn that wagon around. Anyone still carrying loot throw it in. Finve, grab that torch; you’ll ride back with Fishbait. Make sure that torch doesn’t go out and let it be seen to your aft. 

 “Brog, how many arrows you got left?” 

 “Twenty-three.” 

 “Perfect. I want you on the other side of the road, about even with…Who’s that up there? Third man back from the fore?” 

 “It’s me, Sharkbite.” 

 “Right. Get abeam of Sharkbite, Brog. When the first ones get even with you, put some arrows in front of ‘em. You can even drop them if you want, but make them bunch up some. 

 “Nobody else fires until I give the signal. Sharkbite, you and the men in front of you, do not fire straight across! You’re to shoot to your starboard so youse don’t hit Brog.” 

 “Yeah yeah!” 

 “Fishbait, go!” said Dason. “And faster than a walk! Finve keep that torch up! After all muskets have fired, draw pistols and its every man for himself. Got it?” 

 “Yeah yeah!” the Smilers chorused. 

 “Sorry, Sako. Hope I wasn’t overstepping, but I thought—” 

 “Don’t worry about it, Dason. Feel free to modify my orders anytime.” 

 “That’s not very captainly.” 

 “I’ll have to work on that.” 

 “See that you do. Sir.” 

 It took less than half an hour for the soldiers to arrive. Two mounted officers led thirty men marching three abreast. One of the officers carried a torch and there were three more in the formation. These soldiers had bayonets affixed to their muskets. Sako could clearly see and hear them as they passed. 

 “They’re running now,” one officer said to the other. “See how quickly their torch is moving? They must have seen us.” 

 “The faster they run, the sooner they’ll get tired. I wonder—” 

 An arrow sprouted from his horse’s shoulder, and it whirled and screamed as it tried to bite at it. The officer jumped clear just as another arrow hit the other horse in the hindquarters. 

 That officer was the better horseman, or his mount was in less pain because he was able to keep his seat. “AMBUSH! RIGHT FLANK!” 

 One of the torchbearers lost his hat, another man was hit in the leg. The rest of the troopers halted and executed a right face. The third file went to one knee and the second file aimed their weapons over the heads of the third file. The first file unslung their muskets and went to ‘port arms’. The maneuvers were swift, sure and very professional. The whole thing took less than a tenth of a minute. 

 “AIM.” A kneeler went down, then the man behind him fell. 

 “FIRE.” A nearly perfect volley was fired into the trees in Brog’s general direction. The mounted officer had dropped his torch and drawn his sword. 

  His orders continued unabated in a trained battlefield voice. “SECOND FILE: KNEEL. FIRST FILE: AIM.” Two more soldiers dropped screaming but the formation held position. “FIRE.” 

 It was the moment Sako had been waiting for. “FIRE!” 

 At least four soldiers went down before the dismounted officer reacted. “AMBUSH TO THE REAR! FIRST FILE: BAYONETS! CHARGE!” 

 This was not what Sako had expected. He’d thought they would decimate the Agresians with arrows and musketry, pick off a few more with pistols, and frighten the rest into running away. Instead, angry soldiers were charging into the trees right at them. 

 “Repel boarders, lads!” 

  He drew his own sword as the Smilers let out a howl such as twice their number should have made. A few more arrows hissed in. Brog’s okay. The sailors of enterprise had a serious advantage as the soldiers were backlit by the torches that were still in the road, and the trees offered cover as well as concealment. 

 “Charge their muzzle flashes!” A good command from the dismounted officer, it was also his last. A boarding axe spun out of the trees and buried itself in his chest. 

 Now that his hands were free, Olik turned his attention to the nearest soldier. The man made a classic underhand lunge, which Olik narrowly avoided. When the soldier tried to follow through with a butt stroke, Olik simply grabbed the musket and pulled. 

  The Agresian was very disciplined. He kept his hold on his weapon even after his feet left the ground, and didn’t release it until after he’d been slammed into a tree. Three men from the first file made it back to the road. 
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 The mounted officer realized that the only shots were outgoing and that the arrows had stopped. “CEASE FIRE, CEASE FIRE.” 

 He’d started this chase with his captain and thirty troops. The captain was down and there were only seventeen troopers left standing. 

 “Send your next file, lieutenant!” a voice called from the trees. “We’re still hungry!” 

 Cruel laughter followed Dason’s challenge. The Hyena’s insane cackle was particularly chilling amongst the other sounds of hilarity. 

  The lieutenant sighed tiredly. He’d done his duty. “Sling arms. Rig litters for the wounded.” He turned back to the treeline. “We are at your mercy. I ask permission to collect my wounded and dead and return to Stafa. Are any of my men in the trees still alive?” 

 “I’m afraid they’re all dead, sir.” A new voice. “If you’ll agree to a truce, we’ll bring your fallen out to the road.” 

 The lieutenant scowled. Those of his men still capable of bearing arms had them slung. Any army in the world would recognize that as a signal for truce. He suddenly disliked the owner of that voice. “Agreed.” There was some rustling and cursing before he got a good look at his adversaries. 

 The men who came out of the woods were pretty much what he’d expected. They were obviously sailors; deeply tanned, garishly dressed, and obscenely well-armed. Most had muskets, all had cutlasses or small, one-handed axes, and every one of them had at least two pistols. They brought out his men and laid them straight in a neat row. There were more than twenty of the pirates, but the lieutenant didn’t bother to count. 

 Two of them came directly at him. One was a Tayan, but his hair was cut as short as a Dalarian’s. He carried no less than six pistols. The other actually was a Dalarian, with an antique Tayan sword sheathed on his right hip. 

 “I’m Lieutenant Jad Boranette. To whom should I present my sword?” 

 “Captain Sako Pizi. You may keep your sword, sir. Your men fought bravely; I have a surgeon—” 

 “We’ve got our own surgeon,” Boranette snapped. He took a deep breath. “But thank you for the offer. You will be leaving the area, I trust?” 

 “We are. Immediately if there will be no more pursuit.” 

 “I can only speak for the garrison. The Navy and the Company may feel differently.” 

 “That frigate won’t be pursuing anyone for a while,” said Dason. 

 “Even so. What would you have me do, Captain Pizi?” 

 “Remain here and rest. Tend to your wounded. Some of my men want to retrieve their weapons, then I’ll need three of yours to come with us.” 

 “Hostages?” 

 Sako’s eyes narrowed dangerously at Boranette’s near-accusation. “Don’t be absurd, sir. I could have slaughtered youse to the last man. I didn’t. I have five of your horses and three of your wagons up the road. Your men can drive the wagons back here to transport the wounded back to Stafa. I’ve offered the services of my surgeon, even though I know he’s busy with two of my oldest friends who were injured today. I allowed you to keep your sword; are you trying to provoke me, sir?” 

 Boranette gaped in surprise, clearly skeptical about Sako’s ‘gentlemanly’ behavior. He coughed to cover his open mouth and glanced at his men. Provoking an opposing officer under flag of truce was extremely dishonorable, and this realization was written over the Lieutenant’s face. “No sir, I am not. Your raid has devastated me—please accept my apologies.” 

 “Not a problem, Lieutenant. Now, about those men…” 

 Boranette asked for and received three volunteers to accompany Sako up the road. They were frightened and stayed close together, but they came. Sako ignored them. A few hours later they were met by most of the other Smilers riding in all three wagons. 

 “I thought you might need some help, Captain,” Fishbait said. “Ship’s all loaded and ready to sail.” 

 “Outstanding. Turn the wagons over to these soldiers. They have some wounded to cart back to Stafa. Youse ride straight back to Lieutenant Boranette and don’t look back. Go.” 

 “Yes, sir.” The soldiers drove off. 

 Sako waited until they were out of sight before he moved. 

 “How much farther do we have to go?” Dason asked. “My feet are sore.” 

 “About a half an hour to the boats,” said Fishbait. 

 Dason sighed. 

 Sako smiled and looked up at Olik. “Would you mind carrying our First Mate? He’s kind of tired.” 

 “I’m tired too,” the giant man said. “I was hoping he’d carry me.” The men liked that picture. 

 Their spirits restored—if not their feet—they pushed on to the boats. Gomeneg had coffee ready, and Sako ordered everyone fed before they weighed anchor. They hadn’t eaten or slept in a long time, and he didn’t want men falling out of the crosstrees from hunger. He went below to check on Sturo and Afnir. 




  

 36
 Aboard the Iskrondionsaleet

 

 Sako was at the helm when they left the coast after sunrise. He was troubled. None of his men had been killed, and the haul was magnificent. Ellor wasn’t done tallying the take, but it looked like they had taken more in this one raid than all of their other hauls combined. 

 Kostek had broken a finger and five hands had cuts that were deep or long enough to require sewing, but it was Afnir and Sturo that Sako was worried about. Both had been permanently injured, and neither by the Agresians. 

 Sturo’s foot had been crushed just aft of his toes, and Thard had been forced to amputate it. The surgeon was sure Sturo could walk again with a prosthetic, but it would take at least three months for the stump to harden. 

 Afnir was another story. According to Ieskott, Afnir had touched off a powder trail that led back into the armory much too close, and hadn’t taken cover. After the explosion—“His face was a bloody mess and he was flat on his back. I thought he was dead but me and Olik grabbed him anyway,” said Ieskott. The cuts and bruises would heal with minimal scarring, but Afnir’s eyes were gone. 

 Up until that point, his plan had gone flawlessly. 

 “Sharkbite got behind the guard and did for him, put on his jacket and took over the guarding. We went in, killed three more without raising a fuss. There was a guard at the armory door; Afnir cut him down and got the key. I stayed outside in sight of Olik, who was in sight of Sharkbite at the back door. Afnir came out with a powder keg, laying a trail, and me and Olik went to block the barracks door. Sharkbite said, ‘Light it now!’ and that’s just what Afnir did. Then boom! And Afnir was screaming and a few guys tried to get by us. We dropped them, grabbed Afnir, and ran to the house, like you said.” 

 “You did well, Ieskott.” 

 The tough hand looked relieved. He’d been worried that Sako would hold them responsible for Afnir’s injury. He excused himself and left the helmdeck. 

 Afnir would have to be left behind when they returned to Port Buxaca, but he deserved better than to be just kicked off the ship. And his mother was broke, she depended on Afnir now. 

 We need to work in recompense for guys that get hurt that bad, and a House for those who stay behind like the other Crews have.  Sako spent most of the next hour thinking on how much money should be given to those too badly injured to keep sailing. Once he had worked out what seemed a fair deal, he’d discuss it with Ellor. 

 The new hands had done very well. Everyone’s cut should be enough to live very well for a month or so back home; longer, if they moderated their spending, but very few sailors of enterprise believed in saving money for later. There might not be a later. 

 The men might be satisfied with their haul, but Sako was not. He wanted a really big haul, something that would make his name back home as well as make him rich. Forming their own Crew was like starting a business. There were a lot of other Crews doing the same, but Sako wanted to be the best. 

 Nine out of ten ships boarded or even approached by StrongArm or Deadeye or even the Hangmen struck their colors immediately. Those Crews hardly ever took casualties, as most sailors wouldn’t fight back. 

 The Smilers could do it. He had quality hands. Sako would match them against any crew afloat: merchant, naval or Brotherhood. He had top-notch fighters as well, even if he had just lost the best swordsman aboard. Listen to yourself! Sturo emigrated from Dalaria with you and Afnir was the second friend you made on the island and you’re worried about losing a swordsman? Maybe you’re becoming a better captain but you’re also becoming a worse friend!


 The watch bell rang and Sako turned the helm over to one of his men. Ellor sat at his accustomed place with his writing desk. Sturo had installed chair and desk stops on the deck so that the furniture wouldn’t slide with the motion of the ship but still allowed the deck to be cleared for action. 

 “Good news, Ellor?” 

 “I’ve got estimates only, I’m afraid. You do realize that what something is worth and what we’ll get paid for it are two different numbers?” 

 “Yeah, you’ve explained that before.” 

 “Alright then. What we’ve taken is eight ivory tusks at five hundred Tayan Crowns per; four silver ingots at two hundred per; fifteen bales of exotic fur and leather at an average of seventy-five per. About eight hundred worth of uncut amber. Apparently there’s a new diamond mine near Stafa, because we took approximately a thousand in uncut diamonds. There are some polished onyx figurines worth about a hundred, and that’s just from the warehouse.” Ellor took a moment to tap out his pipe, repack and light it. 

 “From the mansion,” he continued, “we took two carpets worth about eighty together, candlesticks and jewelry for fifty, coin converted to eighty crowns and twenty-five of artwork. I’m not counting food, drink, tobacco, cookware and silverware, as it won’t be resold. Bottom line, we have nine thousand fifty minus twenty percent or so. We’ll see about seven thousand in Port Buxaca. I haven’t done the man-by-man division yet. Are you ready to announce it?” 

 “No, you can tell them. Just the approximate haul, mind you. They might get touchy if they’re given a number and we don’t get the full estimated price.” 

 “I don’t have actual numbers yet; right now its percentages, not coins. I realized that I could save myself some work if I kept the books differently than I had been. 

 “Let’s say that our estimated take is a hundred twenty-five crowns. If I broke that down coin-by-coin, and the factors only paid us a hundred, then I’d have to do all that work over again. So we use a two hundred-share system, each share being half of one percent. You get so much, I get mine, Anford gets his and the rest get theirs. What’s left is public…” Ellor went on, discussing bonuses and all as if Sako were a new hand. 

  The captain didn’t mind; most of the hands were new, and they’d want a full accounting of why each man got what he did. It was up to Ellor and Sako and Dason to explain it all, penny by penny if necessary. Sako brought up compensation for Afnir, Sturo and others who were crippled or blinded, which they discussed at length. They touched on the possibility of a Crew House and the cost of a servant or two. “We’ll bring all this up at Council after dinner.” 

 Dinner was a festive affair, held on the weather deck so that those on watch could participate in Council. Gomeneg delivered on his promise of something special. There was ham with cloves and honey, fresh vegetables seasoned and buttered, loaf after loaf of soft white bread with more butter and…eggs. Scrambled, fried or poached, eggs were a delicacy for sailors, a food normally only available ashore. The spirits flowed freely and the men toasted Gomeneg endlessly, and included Perndil when they learned that he’d helped. 

 At Council, Ellor unveiled the plan he and Sako had worked out for injury compensation. Anyone who lost a hand or an arm in action would get a one time payment of one hundred Tayan crowns; for the loss of a foot or a leg, fifty. An eye was worth thirty-five, both…five hundred crowns—enough to live on comfortably for ten years. A pension would be voted on when a hand chose to retire, ranging from a half share to five shares of each haul, depending on length of service, for as long as the Smiler flag appeared over the sea. 

 The Crew heartily approved of the new rules, but Dason had an addition, “Afnir should get a pension as well as his injury payment. He was our captain, and he was instrumental in the raid on Stafa.” 

 The Crew unanimously agreed with that. Sako had an amendment as well, one he hadn’t discussed with Ellor. “You forgot something.” The young captain never raised his voice, but everyone heard him. “Sometimes a man doesn’t lose a leg, but the use of both legs. Shouldn’t that man receive payment the same as if he’d actually lost his legs? Further, what of the hand whose back is broken? He can’t use his arms or legs, yet he lives. It hasn’t happened yet, but it may. I figure he should get six hundred.” 

 Caught up in unaccustomed thoughts of their mortality and vulnerability, the Crew murmured their agreement. Sensing the shift in their mood, Sako changed tack. “And you forgot something else—how big was our haul?” 

 Ellor smiled at Sako gratefully. “We should get about seven thousand crowns, Tayan.” 

  Dason threw out his arms in theatrical surprise. “SEVEN WHAT?” he shouted. 

  Ellor shouted his answer back. “SEVEN…THOUSAND…TAYAN…CROWNS!” 

 The Crew cheered so enthusiastically that even Afnir smiled to hear it. Finve broke out in song—a rollicking sea chantey known to all but the sea virgins. It was easy to sing though, involving willing women, exotic places, and an everflowing barrel of rum. By the second chorus, all were singing as loud as they could, even Sturo and Afnir. 
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 Below in the galley, Gomeneg smiled to hear the singing. He had just started the coffee, which he knew Sako and Dason liked after their dinner. Ellor would want some as well; he drank nothing harder than beer, and little of that. Gomeneg made a last check on the overnight soup, and made sure the bread and butter were easy to find. 

 “They’ll be hung over and surly in the morning,” the chef said to Perndil. “But it’s nice to hear them having fun now.” 

 “I hope they’re done soon,” the cobbler said sourly. “I want to get some sleep.” 
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 The stars were still out but the sky was lightening when the masthead called down sighting of a sail. 

 “That’s the biggest fore and aft rig I’m ever seeing,” Tirpa told Drac. The boatswain took over the wheel and passed his telescope. 

 “Ster and Stess!” Drac said when he’d seen. “She’s valling huge!” 

 “Thinking we should be taking her?” 

 “Stut, yeah!” 

 “Go and getting Sako, find out if he’s wanting her too.” 

 Sako did indeed want her, and had the Crew roused. They were as surly as Gomeneg had predicted, but they cheered up when they learned why they were all up before the sun. Sako took bearings and did some measurements. He determined that the foreigner would pass to their aft if they did nothing, and gave the commands necessary to bring about an intercept without going straight at them. 

 “That way I still have the option of running away if she’s got us outmanned and outgunned,” he told Dason. “But if we leave things as they are, we’ll have to chase her.” 

 “And we may not catch her then.” Dason had the glass up to his eye. “There may be a man or two in the rigging, but I can’t see anyone else. All her guns appear to be on the weather deck, I think. She’s being sailed rather poorly; look how much wind she’s spilling from her sails.” 

 Sako took the telescope back for a look. 

 “A ruse?” Drac said. “To trap us?” 

 “Unlikely,” Dason said wryly. “They don’t know we’re chasing them since we’re in front of them, sailing away.” 

 “Maybe she’s chasing us then,” Drac shot back, stung. 

 “Now there’s a possibility we hadn’t considered,” said Sako. “She could be a reaver, too. Maybe that’s what the red stripes on the sails mean?” 

 “Tirpa’s been to Alarfaj. I’ll ask him.” Dason left the helmdeck in search of the other officer. Neither ship altered course and they continued to close. 

 Tirpa had no idea if the stripes meant anything, but he confirmed the Alarfaji colors on the highest pennant. The pennant on the mizzen was also a mystery—purple with the number five centered. 

 When the big ship closed to signal range, nothing happened. Finally, she was in hailing range, and a voice called out something unintelligible. 

 Sako looked at Tirpa. 

 The boatswain shrugged. “I’m thinking it was a verbal ‘I-Y’, but I’m not really hearing.” 

 “No response. Run up the Bloody Smile. Clenchjaw! A warning shot, please.” 

  The gunner nodded and moved to the center starboard gun. 

 “Now Drac! Hard to starboard!” The Horizon spun neatly and Clenchjaw fired a shot that splashed water over their helmdeck. 

 The reaction was unusual, amounting to near panic. Sails were hauled down quickly, yet three guns were run out. They fired, but to no effect. Cutlasses and muskets were waved even as the other ship lost way. 

 The Smilers were stupefied. What captain willing to fight would give up his maneuverability? For that matter, they didn’t act as if they were willing to strike their colors, either. 

 Sako realized he was doing nothing and snapped out of it. “Prepare to board! Muskets and Brog aloft! Get your hooks ready!” Sako strode forward as he shouted the commands. He wasn’t going to miss this fight like he had when they’d taken the Horizon! Drac conned the ship as if he were approaching a dock. They would get beam to beam, facing opposite the stranger. 

 They got a few grappling hooks across and hauled the ships together. The foreigner fired a few more of her guns as the Smilers surged over the rail. Sako hauled himself over amidships, a throwing knife clenched in his teeth and a pistol in his right hand. He shot the first man he saw, but was forced to throw the knife as well when the man didn’t fall. He dropped the now useless pistol, drew his sword and stepped aft to support Stutmouth, who was hotly engaged. 

 The defenders of the strange ship were richly dressed in flowing, colorful silks that were hardly suitable for sailing a ship. They were also very dark skinned; darker than anyone Sako had ever seen before. He’d heard descriptions of the Alarfaji, but these were the first he’d ever been face to face with. They were skilled fighters, but didn’t seem to have much stamina. 

 Sako finished his man with a quick thrust and another leveled a pistol at him. Sako ducked under the shot and charged. He’d moved three steps when the impossible happened. A second shot came from the same pistol! 

 The Alarfaji man may have been weakened, but there was nothing wrong with his marksmanship. The sailor of enterprise was hit in the face. Sako spun and dropped to the hardwood. 



[image: cutlass image scene break]



 A face swam blearily over him. It slowly resolved into Thard’s. The voice that matched seemed to come from far away. “How’s that feel, Captain?” 

 Sako had to smile. Ashore, Thard would be the first to smack him in the head and call him seven stripes of idiot, but at sea he was all formality. 

  “It’s called Heal-All.” His voice was closer now, and his face was clearer as well. It wore and expression of relief. “By rights you should have lost that eye.” 

 Sako finally remembered how to operate his tongue. “Magic?” 

 “You bet your eye!” said Dason. “In fact, you did! No thirty-five crown bonus for you.” 

 “Magic pistol?” 

 “No. Engineering. Here.” Dason handed one to him. 

 The weapon was a marvel. It was made of metal rather than wood, except for the butt, and had a large bulbous cylinder behind and in line with the barrel. 

 “Not magic,” Sako said. 

 Dason looked at Thard. “How long before he’ll be able to speak more than two words at a time?” 

 Sako scowled at them and sat up. “How is it charged?” 

 “Now, I’d say,” said Thard, “that was four words. I’d call that progress. Pretty soon he’ll be capable of whole paragraphs.” 

 Before Sako could strangle anyone, Dason explained how the pistol worked. Thard disappeared, but Sako hardly noticed. Each bullet was a pointed cylinder rather than a round ball, and was partially contained in a flat-based brass shell, filled with ordinary powder. Dason dry-fired the unloaded weapon to demonstrate how the cylinder turned to fire the next round, and how the hammer did not require cocking. 

 “And every officer aboard had one of these?” 

 “Yeah, and there’s fifty more packed in grease below.” 

 “And the shot?” 

 “Thousands of these cased rounds. They won’t work with regular shot, obviously.” 

 “Every hand gets at least one, a share of the rounds and instruction. I take it we have prisoners—any worth ransoming?” 

 “Two prisoners, the rest fought to the death. One’s an officer and speaks Buxacan. They were too sick to fight.” 

 “Sick?” 

 “Thard took care of it with that magic goo. Bleeding Gum Sickness, if you can believe that! Guess no one in Alarfaj ever heard of taking lemons or limes on long voyages. In fact, this is the longest voyage they’ve ever undertaken; they were headed for Port Sipa. 

 “Some of the traders there were making huge profits from the Dalarians and Encastermen, and others got together and commissioned this ship to get their share. The Sulmir, which is their king, was so interested that he sent his fifth son along. His presence is why the sails were striped, and that’s what the purple pennant was for.” Dason winced. “He got dropped by a musket shot just as we boarded, worse luck. He’d’ve been worth a fortune. It was his bodyguards that were sailing the ship—they were rationing out the Heal-All to keep their prince protected, but most of the sailors were already fish food.” 

 Sako fingered his eye thoughtfully. There was no pain. “Was there anybody the Heal All couldn’t help?” 

 Dason turned grim. “Dren was run through, Drac was shot in the chest, and Arno went over the side. Finve’s left arm was taken off below the elbow by one of the masthead swivels.” 

 “Where are the wounded?” 

 “Stessaca’s Hole. Thard’s deck. I’ll go with you.” 

 There were no wounded hands left in the Stessaca’s Hole but Finve. Thard was packing his pipe. Finve was sleeping. 

 Sako was elated to see Finve alive. “I thought you said it couldn’t help him.” 

 “Well, it couldn’t grow his arm back,” Thard said around his pipe. The surgeon grew thoughtful. “Although, it might have reattached it if we had found it…but look Captain.” Thard gently lifted the blanket away from the small man’s arm. There was no bandage, no tar, and no stitches. The stump was clean and fully healed, as if it had been lost months instead of hours ago. “You’re eye looks as good, if you looked in the mirror.” 

 Sako had a sudden hope. “The stuff worked on Afnir?” 

 Thard looked pained. “When my mentor taught me about it, he explained that it must be used within the first hour after the injury for full recovery, but I’d never worked with it before today. It’s very expensive. So no, sir, I was not able to restore Afnir’s sight.” 

 “Damn.” 

 “I tried. I was however, more successful with Sturo’s foot. There is no infection anymore, and it looks as good as Finve’s arm.” 

 “Thanks a lot, Thard. We owe you.” 

 “On the contrary, Captain, we owe you. By taking this ship, you’ve made us all very rich.” 

 “Maybe. For a few weeks anyway.” 

 Thard cocked his head in the way he did when he was trying to get someone to see his point. “Did you know that everyone, Afnir included, refused treatment until you’d been cured?” 

  Speechless, Sako could only shake his head. 

 Dason withdrew quietly, and Thard continued, “Since you took command, our boyhood dreams have come true. The men feel invulnerable. We haven’t had to run and we haven’t lost a fight. Because of you, Captain.” 

 “If I were such a luck amulet, we wouldn’t have lost anyone. No one would have been hurt.” 

 Thard took the pipe from his teeth and pointed the stem at Sako emphatically. “Don’t be an idiot, Sako! We’re pirates. No better than highwaymen. We can call ourselves ‘sailors of enterprise’ but we kill people, take their ships and cargo and money. If we’re ever caught it’s the rope for the lot of us. Some of our victims fight back and we lose a few. Everyone here expects to be killed someday, but only a few have died. The Crew feels that you’ll kill less of us than Stowe or even Afnir would have, and the Horizon alone was a bigger haul than either of them ever got us.” 

 Thard reinserted the pipe and drew deeply. “Now go topside. Your Crew wants to see you. Tell us about the next plan you and Dason have cooked up. We’ll sail with you to Jono City, the Tanglesea, even into Stessaca’s teeth if you tell us there’s a prize there. Everyone knows you check on the wounded first, so they’re waiting. Go on, Captain.” 

 Sako left, very thoughtful. He knew morale was high, but he hadn’t realized that the men’s confidence in him was so strong. To hear such things from a childhood friend—one who was a few years older as well—was a bit of a shock. He had felt that they were merely having a run of good luck, which balanced the bad luck they’d had since…Since we changed the name of the Bellflower to Merciless. Maybe I am responsible.


 Topside, Sako found Ellor and Sturo at the accounter’s little table. Though they shared the workspace, they ignored one another, except to keep their papers separate. Sako knew what Ellor was doing, but what had Sturo’s attention? 

 “It’s a build sheet!” the carpenter said excitedly. “I’ve never seen one that was kept aboard the ship. This’ll make repairs easier. Found it in that hidden lockbox in the captain’s cabin—which isn’t shown in these plans, by the way.” He turned his papers so Sako could see. It was a drawing of the hull. Graceful arcs and razor-straight lines covered the page. Dimensions and notations in Alarfaji filled the borders. “There are Freshboxes in the Galley! Two of them! And look here. Jat says that this notation states that the hull is painted with Neverrot! Can you imagine what it cost to paint a hull this size with Neverrot?” 

  Jat? Oh, one of the survivors. “How much do you think she’s worth?” 

  Sturo looked shocked. “You’re not thinking of selling her, are you?” 

 “If the Crew votes that way…but I need to know what she’s worth.” 

 Sturo thought it through before answering. “I would have said fifty thousand, but with the paint…eighty?” 

 “Thanks. Ellor, what was our haul?” 

 “Diamonds, rubies and bales of silk, but most of it is spice—box after box, all stamped ‘Braden’. Cinnamon, nutmeg, pimento, pepper and cloves. Manifest says they loaded out with cotton cloth, pots and pans, glassware, firearms and storm lanterns in addition to all the non-spice cargo. Apparently they talked to the right people in Braden about the silk and the jewels. Captain’s log says he was thinking—” 

 “Numbers, Ell.” 

  Ellor smiled sheepishly. “About double what we took from Stafa.” 

 Sako blinked, and Ellor lowered his voice. “That’s right. We could sell the ships and the cargo and have about a hundred and fifty thousand crowns to divide between forty-four men. We could retire.” 

 Retire. It was the dream of every sailor of enterprise, the day a hand could stop roving the sea risking death, dismemberment or the rope. A man could while away the rest of his life drinking and wenching and gambling. Only a few had ever done it. Most of those were members of Anford’s old Crew. 

 “There’s not enough money in all Port Buxaca to pay us,” said Sturo. 

 “We’d have to sell a lot of it directly to the Kimbulans then,” said Dason. Sako realized that the entire Crew was watching them. He climbed up the ladder to the helmdeck and turned to face his men. He had to look up to see the hands lining the rail of their prize. 

 Tirpa stood up there with two black men. I’ll have to meet them, see if they want to join or not, but first…


 “Brothers, you’ve done very well today!” 

 They answered with a cheer. 

 “Those of youse who were on Gull Stut Island know that Sturo is a master shipwright. He estimates the value of this ship to be about eighty thousand crowns!” Sako had to stop again for the yelling and cheering. “There are two Freshboxes in the galley and the hull is painted with Neverrot! And Ellor says the cargo’s worth double the haul from Stafa.” 

 The Smilers howled and laughed, shaking hands and slapping each other on the shoulder. Sako took advantage of the break to light a cigar. “However, we have a problem, as well.” 

  Once again he had their complete attention. “The Alarfaji are likely to want their ship back. I’m told that the fifth son of the Sulmir was killed here today. They are certainly going to want vengeance.” Sako showed them his ‘so what?’ smile. “But there aren’t very many of them in the Buxacan Sea, are there?” 

 There were laughs and smiles and the Hyena let out one of his disturbing cackles. 

 “It’s time for a vote, Brothers. We can sell both ships and all of our loot, dissolve the public fund and share out everything. We’re all rich! Or, we can go back home, sell the Horizon and our cargo and put back out to sea when we feel like it and sail wherever we wish. How do youse vote?” 

 The Smilers shuffled their feet and looked at each other sideways. No one spoke. Sako looked them over for a few moments, and glanced at Dason. He looked as confused as Sako. 

 “What is it, lads?” Dason called out. 

  Brog looked up first. “What do you want, Sako? I won’t say my wish until I hear yours.” There was a general murmur of agreement. 

 “Does everyone want to know my vote first?” 

 “Yeah,” they chorused. 

 “Alright. What I want is this ship. Look at her! With this ship we can go anywhere. There’s not a ship in the whole Buxacan Sea that can stand up to her short of a frigate, and I’m willing to bet she can outrun any of those. She’s painted with Neverrot—no weed, no careening! There’s Freshboxes aboard—fresh meat, cheese, eggs, vegetables—we could eat like we’re ashore all the time! And with Gomeneg in the galley? Retire? Someday. But not today.” Sako looked around again. 

 There was Kostek, leaning against the mast. Aler stood to the fore, Clenchjaw sat on a gun. Olik was on the prize at the rail. Thard and Afnir together. And the new men; Fishbait grinning like a loon. The brothers Red. Ieskott halfway up the shrouds. 

  “Who’s with me?” 

 The response was loud and raucous enough to wake Finve below. Only Afnir and the two Alarfaji remained silent. 

 Amidst the bedlam, a strong voice made itself heard, “Captain Pizi, Captain Pizi!” It was Tirpa. “What are we naming her?” 

 “How about,” Sako smiled again, “The Spicerunner?” 




  

 37
 Aboard the Speed

 

 The squadron had sailed in convoy from Dalaria twelve weeks past. They had stopped in Nesang for resupply, and separated according to Captain Sweetwood’s instructions. Dolphin and Mist were sent northwest into the Chains. Ghost went southeast. Sweetwood and Calwin took their ships due east to scout the scattered islands south of Kimbula. 

 They separated after the first uninhabited island, confident that either could take down a pirate if they encountered one. Calwin guided Speed due east. 

 The Kimbulan Archipelago consisted of fewer islands spread out over a greater area than the Chains. It was inconveniently far from most of the pirates’ favored cruising spots and far from the shipping lanes. 

 “That makes it an ideal place to hide a pirate port,” Calwin said to his First Lieutenant. 

 “I agree, Sir. We’ve all heard of Port Buxaca, which is just a euphemism for no port at all, but most agree that Rumtown is real, but almost no one has seen it.” 

 “Exactly. I doubt it’s in the Chains, else it would have been discovered by now. Perhaps we’ll be the first, eh?” 

 “Yes, sir!” 

 Calwin’s navigator was kept busy updating the charts with dozens of small insignificant islands that were previously unknown to the empire. Many had no fresh water and were of interest only to those who studied wildlife and vegetation. Some few were larger and were inhabited by hostile savages. Calwin found one of those the hard way. 

 A party had been sent ashore to look for water and came back empty handed. They were also two men short. The midshipman in charge reported that the savages were little brown men who wore nothing but painted designs. 

 Most of the men wanted to broadside the island, but Calwin would not allow it. “There’s smoke visible on many of these islands,” he said patiently. “Smoke usually means men, be they savage or pirate. If the next island has Rumtown on the far side, how do you think they’ll react to hearing cannon they themselves didn’t fire?” 

 The Speed continued without retaliating. The routine didn’t change for three weeks. 

 One hot, sultry afternoon, the masthead sighted a sail. It was a brig on a westerly heading. 

 “I would very much like to meet that captain,” Calwin said. 

 “There’s no legitimate reason for him to be here,” the First Lieutenant said. The brig had altered course slightly to the north, but the ships continued to close. 

 “Set a course to intercept and send an ‘I-Y’ when we’re in range.” 

 “Yeah yeah, Sir.” The ‘I-Y’ was sent as ordered, but response was slow. Finally a Kimbulan flag appeared with the signal ‘Dalk’s Girl’. 

 Calwin gritted his teeth and sent another signal. 

 ‘Where origin?’ 

 ‘Bilitown’ 

 “Ster-dammit!” Calwin’s officers and helmsman looked away at the uncharacteristic outburst. ‘Bilitown 700 miles north. You from east. Repeat: where origin?’


 ‘Island. Personal source merchandise’ 

 “Enough,” said Calwin. ‘Stand to and prepare for boarding and inspection’


 ‘Not in Tayan waters’  was the reply. 

 “Deck! I can make out her name: Stinger.” That was the name of a known Bloody Fist ship. 

 “Thank you, masthead.” Calwin turned to his officers. “Put a shot as close as you may. I know the range is long.” 

 “Yeah yeah, Sir.” Less than a minute later, one of Speed’s guns spoke. Every telescope on the Imperial ship watched the trajectory. The ball splashed aft of the brig, not even close enough to wet her. The brig came about to the north and ran. Calwin gave the order to chase. 

 Speed  lived up to her name and stayed close to Stinger. Every so often Calwin would turn and fire, but his gunners had no luck. They were almost in range for another shot when the masthead saw something alarming. 

 “Deck! Reef, dead ahead!” A midshipman was sent aloft with his glass, to get more complete information. He came back down quickly, doubled up to the helmdeck and snapped to attention in front of Calwin. 

 Not even out of breath,  Calwin noted with approval. “Report.” 

 “Sir, the reef runs as far as the eye can see, port to starboard in a curve toward us. There’s a coral head with breakwater a mile west—” 

 “Can you tell me why the Stinger has altered course?” 

 “Yes, Sir. There’s a gap, Sir. But it’s very narrow, I’m not sure we’ll fit through.” 

 “Very well, Midshipman. Dis—” 

 “Deck! She’s taking in sail!” 

 Calwin snapped open his glass and watched as the pirate negotiated the narrow channel. He was startled by the twin ‘boom’ of his bow chasers. They missed once again. 

 “Take in all sail, but maintain course. Navigator, get forward and determine if we can fit through.” 

 “Yeah yeah, Sir.” 

 The bow chasers banged again as Speed drifted closer to the gap. One of the balls actually struck a glancing blow along the pirate’s hull. The pirates answered with jeers and obscene hand gestures. They put on all sail again and began to pull away. Calwin began paying more attention to the men taking soundings. 

 “Four fathoms.” Splash. “Three fathoms, two.” Splash.


 “Helm, come about to the west.” 

 “Hands aloft! Staysails and topsails! Look alive now!” the First Lieutenant shouted. 

 “Number One, let’s follow the reef to the breakwater. I suspect it may be deeper after we pass it.” 

 “Yeah yeah, Sir.” 

 But it was not to be. Stinger was hull down on the horizon by the time stars were visible. By dawn they still hadn’t found a way around the reef, and the pirate was no longer in visual range. 

 Calwin had a new idea. “Let’s find out where they came from, shall we?” 

 The navigator extrapolated a back course and found a single charted island three hundred and fifty miles east. 

 “It’s a volcano, Sir, on an island that’s five miles by two. The coastline doesn’t show a harbor, but that doesn’t necessarily mean there isn’t one.” 

 “It’s worth investigating.” 
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 Speed  arrived at the island in a light steady rain. The volcano was quiet but there was too much smoke for a mere village of savages. 

 “Put the men at quarters. We’ll round it to the south.” 

 There was a nasty surprise waiting on the southeast side. It took the form of more than fifty war canoes and hundreds of savages dancing around a massive bonfire. 

 The sight of the Buxan ship enraged the warriors. They immediately ended their ceremony and charged down the beach. Within minutes, every canoe had been launched. A disciplined broadside failed to deter them. 

 “Lower your elevation,” the Gunnery Lieutenant called calmly. 

 “Marines to the rail with your muskets!” the Marine Lieutenant ordered. 

 The canoes charged right into the teeth of a second broadside. Two suffered direct hits and sank, a third was swamped. Still they came on, angrier than ever. The marines opened fire and scored a few hits. 

 “Hands aloft! All plain sail! Helm, make your course to the south!” 

 Spears were thrown, but only one reached the Speed. It bounced off the hull near the waterline. 

 “Switch your loads to grape and lower elevation.” The Gunnery Lieutenant was still unruffled. More spears arrived, and two men were injured. The marines fired again and took out an entire canoe. 

 “Fire!” The grapeshot did some damage, but most of the canoes were too close for it. The savages were unfazed by the shot whistling over their heads. Speed completed her turn and began to pull away. 

 “Cease fire!” said Calwin. “Waste no more shot on them. They can’t catch us.” He looked up and raised his voice. “Masthead, are there any islands to the east?” 

 “No, Sir! Blue water to the horizon.” 

 The provisioning Lieutenant had reported that they had eight weeks of supplies left that morning. Calwin decided he’d pushed the limit as far as he dared. If they reversed course now, they’d arrive in Tevon with a few days worth of food and water. He’d report to Sweetwood and await further instructions. 




  

 38
 The Sugar Queen

 

 The IskronDionSaleet, which translated to Pride of Saleet in Buxan, was as long as a Tayan dreadnought of a hundred guns, but a little less than two thirds as wide. Her masts were tall but there were only two large sails per mast. She could be easily sailed by a small crew. She was deep keeled, but the fore and aft decks hung out over open space. Those decks were home to two swivel guns each. The main deck was also a gun deck, and the center was open to the sky. There were thirty-four well-kept guns there. Each masthead had a fighting top with a swivel falconet. 

 Dason led Sako around as he surveyed his new kingdom. They were accompanied by the surviving Alarfaji, who’d elected to join the Crew. 

 Jat Bipeous was a short, stocky man who shaved his head. His skin was the darkest Sako had ever seen. He was quiet and competent with an appealing wry sense of humor. The Bipeous family was old if not noble and had gone to sea for generations. Jat’s rank was somewhere between midshipman and lieutenant, best described as a warrant-ensign. His seamanship was exemplary but his specialty was gunnery. Born in Ekrat, Jat had learned to speak Buxan as a boy. 

 Ibe Loneous was a tall gangly sort who wore his hair very short. He was from the Yemor District far north of Saleet. He was an able deckhand and coxswain. Ibe had run away from his family farm with a strong desire to see more of the world. He’d wanted to see Saleet, and it had impressed him to no end. Ibe hoped to see the great barbarian cities of the far south, which were nearly a fable in Yemor. His Buxan was halting at best, so he was most comfortable with Jat and Tirpa. 

 By rights, both should have died defending the Sulmir’s son. In fact, it was their sacred duty to do so, or follow him into death. If they went back to Alarfaj, they would be executed immediately. 

 “I’ve heard that barbarian hangings are much easier than ours anyway,” Ibe said privately to Jat when they were given the choice to join. “Hang as a criminal here or as an oath breaker back home—that’s what we get for surviving the Bleeding Gum Sickness.” 

 “I don’t think these cutthroats would transport us back to Ekrat just because we wanted to die there, anyway. They have a word, ‘maroon’, which means some kind of punishment for sailors who go against them. Whatever it is, it’s probably worse than the Traitor’s Death. I’ll tell them yes. Get used to these pale women, because that’s all we’ll ever get to touch again.” Ibe shuddered. 

 That had been hours ago. Now they led the barbarians around their ship. They seemed very impressed with the giant xebec. They now stood in the crew’s quarters. Sako marveled at the lockers that were built into the bulkheads, one per hammock. Forward of the sleeping area was a magazine. 

 All the way forward were livestock pens. Long-range runners from the southern nations often carried livestock, but the animals were just tethered on the weather deck. This ship had actual pens. 

  There was a cow, and room for three more. There were channels built into the deck that led to drains for easy removal of offal. There were pens for twelve goats, though only two remained, and there was even a coop for at least thirty chickens. There were three birds. 
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 Dason led the inspection party back through the bunkroom into a large compartment with a huge fixed table that ran most of its length. In fact, the mainmast passed right through it. Fixed benches ran down both sides, but there were six chairs at the aft end. Apparently the Alarfaji officers ate with their crew. 

 The next compartment was a pantry, but there were also six bunks here. The last compartment was the galley. There were even tapped water barrels over basins, one of which was above the oven. Gomeneg was already there, exclaiming with wonder at how well equipped it was. 

 “It’s like a kitchen in a well-to-do townhouse, Captain. With some real ingredients, I can make wonders! And—Freshboxes! I haven’t seen one since I graduated from Garundel’s! Now I have two!” 

 Sako and Dason smiled and left as quickly as they could. They went back up the main ladder from the dining compartment to the weather deck. There were two ladders up to the helmdeck and a stout door inbetween. Jat and Dason led Sako through. 

 “There’s three staterooms per side, and that door aft is your cabin.” 

  Sako’s quarters were the width of the ship, and very luxurious without being overdone. There were huge windows with curtains, lockers, a desk, a comfortable looking bunk and a table large enough for four. Under the carpet was a trapdoor locker, which stood open. Sako looked down and saw…gold. 

  Dason smiled at his expression. “Ellor already counted it: twenty-five hundred Kamas.” That was almost forty-four hundred crowns. Sako had never seen so much gold in one place. 

 He shook his mind free. “Alright, it’s time to move. Tell Tirpa to pick fifteen men—he’s got the Horizon. Everyone else comes over to the Spicerunner. Let’s try her out and see how well we can handle a fore and aft.” 

 The Spicerunner was the most maneuverable ship Sako had ever been on. She was faster than the Horizon on every point, though a good frigate should be faster running before the wind. Jat and Ibe were everywhere, teaching and explaining or demonstrating what needed to be done. Both looked surprised at how well the barbarians adapted. The real test came just two days after Sako had taken possession. 

 The storm wasn’t the worst they’d seen, and the Horizon actually had a tougher fight than the Spicerunner did. Neither ship lost any men, nor took lasting damage. Sako’s respect for the Alarfaji shipbuilders went up another notch. After the first six watches of the storm, it was nothing but a steady rain. The ships were now several miles apart but still in visual range. There was a third sail visible to the south. Sako turned to investigate and hoped Tirpa would follow. 

 The stranger was a dismasted brig flying Sevulian colors. They still had one mast and had jury-rigged accordingly, but they were not making very good time. Sako cut his sail and waited for the Horizon to close, but soon lost patience. 

 “Let’s go ‘rescue’ their cargo,” he said. The Spicerunner swooped down on the crippled runner like a gull on a sardine shoal. Tirpa followed at his best speed. By the time Horizon was in hailing range, Sako had already engaged the Sevulians in conversation. 

 “The Sugar Queen, out of Tevon. Captain Dason Towers. And who might you be, sir?” 

 “The Spicerunner of…” Aloft, Brog upended the sack and spilled out the Bloody Smile for Towers to see. “Buxaca! I’m Sako Pizi, and you’re about to have a bad day!” 

 “Perhaps this other ship might have something to say about that!” 

 “They will indeed, sir!” Sako smiled viciously. “That’s my ship, too.” 

 Towers’ face fell. “Take our cargo and coin, then. I’ll not fight you.” 

 “I’m sorry, sir,” Sako said with marked insincerity. “It seems my men want the ship as well. Why waste time transferring cargo?” 

 Sako turned to the Horizon. “What shall we do with the crew?” he shouted. 

 “Feed ‘em to the valling fish!” Stutmouth shouted back. 

 “I wonder if he’s capable of giving a different answer,” Dason commented. 

 “Maroon them,” Olik said from forward on the Spicerunner. 

 “Setting them free,” Tirpa called out. 

 The Sevulians followed each speaker intently. Some showed relief at Tirpa’s suggestion. 

 “Why?” Sako was having fun. “I think we should toss ‘em over the side about a quarter mile from that island over there. That way we can feed the fish and maroon them!” 

 The Smilers roared their approval. The Hyena cackled. Some of the Sugar Queens began to beg for mercy. 

  Tirpa had a different plan. “Some might be joining. Giving a boat to the rest and some provisions, they’re making landfall on that island by nightfall.” 

 Thard liked the idea. “They could hop from island to island up the Chains and be in Colada next month.” 

 Dason thought of something else. “Captain, we now have three ships. Three! Killing these men might stop our luck.” 

 The Smilers looked at each other uneasily. No one wanted that. 

 “You’re right,” Sako said. “There’s no reason to kill them. What do you say, Brothers? Shall we ask them to join us and set the rest free?” 

 “Yeah yeah!” 

 “Captain Towers! Put yourself and all your men amidships with your hands on your heads. No tricks and no one gets hurt.” 

 The Sugar Queen had a full cargo, surprisingly enough, of sugar bound for Ariton. There were also a few barrels of rum, which would not make it either to Ariton or Port Buxaca. Seven of the eighteen men chose to join the Smilers rather than stay with Towers in his boat. 

 Sako generously left Towers with a fair amount of provisions and water, his charts and even his logs. They took the Sugar Queen in tow with the Horizon. The newest men were kept together on their old ship, under the command of Dason and two other Smilers. The sailors of enterprise jeered at the men in the boat as they made for the island. Among the loudest was Jerot, the new hand with the strange, four-cornered hat. 
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 Two nights later, during the midwatch, the towrope snapped. The Sugar Queen turned about quickly. The Horizon lurched at the sudden release and Tirpa was thrown from his bunk. He scrambled to his feet and ran up on deck. Finve was on the helm. Men were shouting questions and Stutmouth lived up to his name as he hauled on the towrope. 

  Tirpa stared over the taffrail but could see nothing. The Sugar Queen ran without lights, as they all did. 

 Stutmouth got to the end of the rope and waved it in Tirpa’s general direction. “Ster-damned stapheads cut the valling line!” he reported. 

 There was a sudden flash aft—BOOM! 

 A cannon ball whizzed by Tirpa’s ear, another punched through the after cabin windows, blew down the door, and took down Kostek, Fishbait and the Hyena. 

 “Bring her about! Crews to portside guns! Fire as you bear!” 

  The commands were carried out quickly and efficiently, but Tirpa couldn’t tell if he’d done any damage. The moon was dark—they wouldn’t see the Queen unless she fired at them again. Nothing happened for a few minutes. 

 “Masthead! Where’s the Spicerunner?” 

 “She’s not in sight.” 

  Tirpa ground his teeth. Of all the stupid—“When were you losing sight of her?” 

 “I’m not sure, Tirpa. I’m sorry.” 

 Finve spoke up before Tirpa could lose his temper, “Maybe they saw our gunfire.” 

 “Hoping so.” 
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 The lookout on the Spicerunner saw and reported the first flash. Clenchjaw pointed the telescope in the right direction just in time to see the return fire. 

 “Masthead! Horizon? Sugar Queen?” 

 “I don’t know! Moon’s dark, in case you hadn’t noticed.” 

 “Relieved! Here, now. You.” Clenchjaw pointed at Fington. “Up.” He looked at the helmsman. “Come about.” He pointed where the flashes had been. “There.” 

 The tar who had been on watch arrived in front of Clenchjaw. It was Anderon Weppel. Clenchjaw looked him up and down. “Drunk?” 

 “No,” Anderon said defensively. “Neither ship was in sight when I went up.” 

 Clenchjaw raised his eyebrows. “Didn’t report.” 

  Anderon slumped and looked at his feet. “No, I didn’t. I’m sorry, Clenchjaw, I was wrong.” 

 “Get captain.” 

 “Yeah yeah!” Anderon ran. 
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 Sako was not pleased, but he wasn’t going to blame Anderon. He hadn’t asked about the other two ships when he went to bed, Clenchjaw hadn’t asked when he took the watch, and neither of the lookouts had reported anything. Tirpa and his lookouts hadn’t noticed or hailed either. Now half his Crew and two of his ships were missing. 

 Clenchjaw didn’t cringe when Sako arrived on the helmdeck, nor did he offer excuses. 

 “Everybody on all three ships is at fault; let’s just fix it.” 

 The gunner nodded. “Muzzle flashes. Fire and return fire. There.” He pointed dead ahead. 

 “How far?” 

 Clenchjaw looked grim. “After dawn.” 

 Sako was puzzled, then realized it would take till after sunup to reach the place where the flashes had been seen. They had been coasting along under…Sako looked up. Topsails only. The Horizon had been under full sail and had still fallen hours behind. Now they were tacking back. 

 “Topsails?” Sako asked mildly. Clenchjaw looked chagrined and ordered all sails raised. 
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 On the Horizon, Tirpa decided to heave to. Stutmouth took a sounding and reported that there wasn’t stut for a valling bottom. A drogue was rigged and put over. 

 “Shouldn’t we try and catch them?” Finve asked. 

 “How? There’s no moon! They’re changing tack and we’re sailing right past without seeing. If Spicerunner was seeing our gunplay, they’re coming here. But we’re not being here if we’re chasing blind.” 

 “So that’s it? Just let them go! Maybe to hang Dason and Widzen and Ibe?” 

 “How far do you think they’re getting, Finve? Keeping your brains in your forearm? They’re jury-rigged with seven men. I’m waiting here for Sako. At dawn we’re searching together. Even if the Queen was having two masts and twenty men, she’s not outrunning Spicerunner!” Tirpa chose not to speculate on the fate of their Brothers still on the Sugar Queen. 
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 Sako looked at the stars and ordered the mains lowered. It was an hour till dawn and he didn’t want to overshoot the place Clenchjaw had estimated the fire to have taken place. If a frigate or a Rumtown pirate had taken one or both of his ships, at least he’d know. But with only half of his Crew left, he wasn’t sure what to do about it. 

  He was still trying to work out a plan when Duine Jito called excitedly while pointing over the rail. “There’s something in the water!” 

 “Shark,” Clenchjaw said dismissively. 

 “Yeah, but what’s he eating?” 

 “Drop all sails,” Sako said. “Put a boat over and find out.” The sky was lightening; the sun would break the horizon soon. 

 “Deck! Horizon off the starboard beam, drifting with all sails furled.” 

 “Thank you, Dren.” 

 And there she was, not five hundred yards away. Sako trained his glass on his other ship in time to see the Bloody Smile and a row of signal flags. He read the signal grimly and lowered his telescope. Several of the men stared at him blankly. Those are the ones that can’t read signal flags. We’ll have to remedy that as soon as possible.


 “The flags say: ‘Sugar Queen cut line midwatch last. Fired 1 salvo. Returned fire. 2 dead 1 wounded. Minor damage can sail’.” 

 Uren Red was shocked. “My brother—” 

 “Our Brothers!” Sako interrupted. “Captain Towers must have planned this! I was a fool to leave all his men on the prize.” 

 “Traitors now or traitors later, Captain,” said Thard. “Now we know, and they don’t know where Port Buxaca is.” Which they would have learned had they not decided to rescue themselves and their ship. 

 A shout came from the boat crew. There was some wreckage floating near it, and Olik held up a dismembered arm they’d found on the debris. Sako didn’t need to see a face to know whose arm he saw. He only had two men with skin that color. He looked at Jat with regret. 

 “We’ll get them, Jat. Thard, get down to the boat and have Olik take you over to the Horizon to see to the wounded. Naffen, send a signal, please.” 

 ‘Set course for island.  Queen to pick up captain. Will find them there or en route to Colada’


 ‘Acknowledged’ 

 The sailors of enterprise rounded the island in less than an hour, and found the Sugar
Queen at anchor. There was a boat between the island and the runner. Sako looked at the ship first. Men were heaving at the capstan, others scrambled for the guns. He turned his telescope toward the island, and found the launch. 

 The boat held eight men. Six were at the oars, the steersman wore a silly hat and the last…black leather vest, white shirt…had to be Dason. 

  The men stopped rowing and all eyes turned first to the Queen, then to the two ships bearing down on them. There was a brief struggle in the boat and Dason was thrown over the side. The boat turned about and headed for the runner. 

 “That was Dason they just threw over from the boat! I’m going to cut between them. Clenchjaw, take the port battery and load all with grape. Jat, you got starboard—sink that boat! No mercy this time, Brothers.” 

 The Smilers answered with a wordless growl. The Sugar Queen put on sail and began to move. Smoke appeared along her side and shot reached out toward Sako’s ship. The balls fell harmlessly short. Sako concentrated on putting himself between Towers and the men in the boat. 

 Tirpa swung his ship wider to Sako’s port. The Sevulians were now cut off across half the compass. The island filled another quarter, and the Sugar Queen’s stern was toward the open side. There was no escape. 

 “Deck! Dason’s alive! He’s on the island.” 

 The Smilers cheered the news as Jat made a sudden hand signal. Sako locked his grip on the wheel and Jat fired the first gun. The ball splashed short and forward of the boat. 

 The Sugar Queen turned slowly to present its other broadside. This would put them in a good position for a run to the south, if they shot between the Smiler ships. What’s he thinking? We both reduce sail and pincer him if he gets between. Sako would have put himself closer to the island, hoping that the two larger ships drew too deeply to board. Under the circumstances, I’m glad he didn’t think of it.


 Another volley came from the Sevulians, aimed high. Two balls passed harmlessly over the deck of the xebec and the other three made holes in Sako’s sails. Clenchjaw still didn’t have the angle, but Jat took a second shot at the boat. This one was long and aft. The Alarfaji called urgent instructions to the next gun crew. This shot caused a splash that hid the boat from view. The men were wet now but the boat continued on her way. The next gun fired with a very weak report, and the ball rolled out of the cannon and splashed just feet away. Jat cursed colorfully in his own language and called instructions to the next gun. 

 They fired immediately and their aim was true. The entire stern, the steersman, and his silly hat were obliterated. 

 Die Jerot!  Sako exulted. 

 The Smilers cheered as the boat went down. Sako spun the wheel toward the island to give Clenchjaw the chance he’d been waiting so patiently for. 

 While Sako had been concentrating on the boat, Tirpa had already fired on the runner to good effect. The Queen no longer had a bowsprit and her remaining mast swayed alarmingly. Sako and Clenchjaw could clearly see that they’d only get one shot before the Horizon got too close. 

 “Deck! White flag!” 

 “Vall that! Fire anyway!” 

 BOOM. The grape wreaked havoc on Towers’ men and the mast collapsed. Sako turned back onto a collision course. 

  “Boarding parties stand ready! Brace for impact!” The Horizon arrived first and they could see Tirpa leading men onto the Sugar Queen. 

  Sako spun the wheel again to strike the brig broadside. “Sails down! Booms to starboard!” 

 It had occurred to him that if he hit the little runner with the bow of the Spicerunner, he might cut her in half. The impact was hard enough to knock down every combatant on the Queen. 

 Ieskott led a group over with a bloodcurdling howl. Some of the Sevulians dropped their weapons to surrender, but others fought on. Either way they were cut down. 

 The slaughter was over before Sako even left the helmdeck. What kind of barbarian warlord leads from the rear? he berated himself, forgetting for the moment that he was a canny pirate captain and not a warlord. I might as well be retired for all the boarding action I see. I need to get out front. They might fight for profit, but they chose me to lead.


    The Smilers tossed bodies overboard. Sako jumped lightly to the other deck. The sharks were already coming to feed. Sako looked at the island. 

 Two of the boat crew had survived. One was facedown on the beach in front of Dason, who now carried a knife. The other sailor stood waist deep in the water. 

 “I need a boat and some volunteers to help me get Dason.” 

 “With the sharks?” asked Oban Blue. 

 “That’s why I said volunteers. I’m going to get our First Mate. Who’s with me?” 

  Several hands were raised. Sako quickly picked six and the boat was put over. There were four sharks now, and two more fins broke the surface nearby. 

 “We’ll pick up that guy in the water, too.” Sako said. 

 “What for?” Olik asked. 

 “Stutmouth is going to get his wish.” 

 The men shipped oars next to the lone man standing in the water. 

 “You might as well climb in. There’s sharks here, you know.” 

 “You won’t kill me?” 

 “No.” 

 The man climbed in gingerly. 

 “I was wondering if youse were going to leave me here,” Dason said, as he waded out. 

 “The boys thought you looked too comfortable.” 

 “Yeah,” said Aler. “Why should you lay around on a beach while the rest of us have to work?” 

  Dason smiled, and gave their captive a hard look. “Are we going to maroon this one? He was pretty vocal about marooning me.” 

 “No, we’re taking him back to the ship. I promised not to kill him.” 

 “I didn’t promise.” 

 “You’re not gonna kill him, either.” 

 “Stut, Sako! You never let me have any fun.” 

 “You had your fun with that one.” Sako indicated the man on the beach. 

 “Not that much fun. He’s not dead.” 

 “Oh? In that case we’d better get him, too.” 

 “Why wake him up? He’s more comfortable there than I was.” 

 “His comfort is of no concern to me.” 

 The other survivor was collected and roughly deposited in the boat. Rough handling woke him, but he was still dazed. The boat passed another shark on the way to the feast. 

 Back on deck, Sako called for Thard. “What’s the butcher’s bill?” 

 “Fishbait’s dead. Hyena’s dead. I had to take Kostek’s left hand.” 

 The men growled at every name, and the two captives looked around nervously. 

 “Balgo had his cheek sliced through,” Thard continued. “He’ll have an ugly scar but he’ll live. Uren Red was shot in the chest. I got the ball out but he might not make it. And we haven’t found Widzen.” 

 “Widzen’s dead,” said Dason. 

 “An expensive prize,” Sako said. “We have two of the men responsible for setting so high a price. What shall we do with them?” 

 For once, Stutmouth was silent. 

 “Kill them,” said Brog. 

 “I promised not to.” 

 Jat had the solution. “Just put them over the side. That way you keep your word.” Brilliant teeth gleamed in his cold smile. “Maybe the sharks are full.” 

  Horrible noises from the water disproved his theory. 

 “When my little brother was a baby,” said Dason, “he would close his mouth and turn his head when he didn’t want any more. I bet sharks will do the same thing.” 

 “I don’t know,” said Olik. “Dogs don’t turn away no matter how much they’ve had.” 

 “Dogs have fur.” 

 “What’s that got to do with it?” 

 “Well, sharks don’t have fur, babies don’t either. I say that makes them alike.” 

 “A Tayan crown says you’re wrong.” 

 “Let’s find out,” said Ieskott. He stepped forward and punched the Sevulian in the gut. The man’s breath whooshed out and he sat down hard. 

 “Sorry,” said Ieskott. “Don’t want your screams to attract the other sharks and ruin the experiment.” 

 “A Tayan crown says they come anyway,” Dason said. 

 “You’re on!” Together they threw the unfortunate sailor overboard. The sharks weren’t full, of course. 

 “Win one, lose one,” Dason said philosophically. “You owe him a crown.” 

 “That’s alright,” Ieskott said. “He still owes me a crown from our last bet.” 

 “So we’re even, then?” said Olik. 

 “We’re square.” 

 “Good. I used to break the legs of welchers. I didn’t want to have to break my own. It looks painful.” 

 “Hey, does anyone think that if we throw this one over—without punching him first!—that his screams will scare away the sharks?” 

 Most of the men thought Dason’s new idea was pretty funny, but Clenchjaw intervened. “Enough. Throw him.” 

 And the last survivor of the Sugar Queen joined his shipmates. 

 When the screaming stopped, Sako said, “We all made some mistakes, Brothers. We’re all to blame. From now until we get home, we will convoy within hailing distance at all times. All of youse! The first thing you do when you come on watch is make sure you can see the other ships. Got it?” 

 “Yeah yeah!” 

 “Good. Let’s go home. Dason, what happened on the Queen last night?” 

 The first mate’s smile vanished and his shoulders slumped. “They woke me up at swordpoint. Widzen and Ibe were nowhere to be seen. That bastard Jerot with the stupid hat started giving orders. Turns out he was their First Mate. They cut the line, came about, and fired a broadside at the Horizon. 

 “Return fire smashed the rail, there, but Tirpa didn’t fire again. Jerot sailed by dead reckoning to the island, where we found Towers and the rest of his men. You guys showed up about a half hour after we did. 

 “Anybody got a cigar? They took mine.” 

 Naffen Purple passed him one. 

 Dason sniffed at it and bit off the end. “Ah, Hanarran! Thank you my good man, thank you.” 

 The Smilers took the now completely dismasted brig under tow and resumed their voyage. The wounded and maimed recovered and adapted as best they could. They were all in good spirits. Sturo fashioned wooden prosthetics for Finve and Kostek, and made a lifelike foot for himself. Perndil altered his boot to work. Sturo still had difficulty walking, but seemed to be at peace as long as he had tools in his hands. 

 Then there was Afnir. He had appeared to be adjusting to his new situation, but something had changed. Immediately after Stafa, he’d smiled when Dason informed him that his injury didn’t excuse him from his share of the debt to Stess Adena and her competitors. 

 “Don’t worry; we’ll make sure you get pretty ones.” 

 “They don’t have to be pretty,” he’d said while fondling imaginary curves. “Just shapely!” 

 But now, even that prospect didn’t cheer him. He rarely appeared on deck, and he didn’t want to talk to anyone, Sako especially. Afnir spent his days drinking in his hammock until he passed out. The other hands were always a little edgy around Afnir. He was a constant reminder that some things, maybe, were worse than death. 

 One fine morning, three weeks after Dason’s rescue, the convoy sailed into Swag Bay. Word spread rapidly of the unusual ship and which Crew owned her. The townspeople began to gather. Few had ever seen an Alarfaji xebec, and then only at a distance. The fact that one was here, and under the control of the newest Crew was strange enough. That she was accompanied by two prizes was amazing. 

 Dragon  , Hack and Slash and Felicity were in, along with four Kimbulan runners. Felicity was preparing to put out, but the Blue Hats had stopped work and lined the rail. Factors were pushing through the growing crowd to reach the long dock. 

 Sako stood tall on his helmdeck. He lit a cigar and pretended not to notice all the attention. The crowd grew as family members and sweethearts arrived, shoulder-to-shoulder with local merchants and some girls from the Row. Interest was evident on the balcony of Castle Heights, as well. 

 Sako saw Stess Sanfora with Betta, and looked for Afnir. Betta had always liked Afnir. Drac had vied unsuccessfully for her attention back when Afnir had first gone to sea. 

 Thard was with the former captain. He’d seen Stess Sanfora as well, and was talking quietly in Afnir’s ear. 

 The former slaves were astounded by the cleanliness and prosperity of the town. Perndil noted with pleasure that no matter how well dressed, the people had old, worn shoes and many were barefoot. 

 Sako addressed his men as they were tying up. He welcomed the former slaves to their new home and spoke of the trust they now held to keep this place secret from all outsiders. Tomorrow at noon, he’d need volunteers—“And you’ve all volunteered,” said Dason, to handle their end of the download. The sooner they got their loot off the ships, the sooner they’d be paid in full. The men scattered into the crowd. 

 Ellor had already divided up the gold from the cabin, so the men at least had something to spend until the final distribution. Soon only Sako, Dason, Ellor and Perndil remained. Sturo was swept back aboard when most of the shipyard workers swarmed him to examine the xebec. They disappeared below. 

 Ellor’s female cousins arrived next, and showered him with affection as they carried him away, chair and all. Dason’s family came up with Sako’s mother, and Tesser Nive chose this moment to inform his parents that he was joining the Crew. He had just turned sixteen. 

 Safa Pizi held onto her son like she’d never let go. Sako endured the embrace with quiet embarrassment. He loved his mother but, like any young man in his twenties, was afraid to be seen as a child. Safa stepped back finally and looked him over intently, noticing every new scar. 

 “I saw Afnir, the poor dear. Is that why you’re captain now?” 

 “No, that happened after I was elected.” 

 “You sound regretful. You didn’t cause it to happen, did you?” 

 “It was his plan that led to it, but I approved at the time. I wish I hadn’t. He won’t talk to me anymore.” 

 “He blames you, then?” 

 “I’m not sure, Mum.” Sako sighed. “He’s also angry because we had a long run of bad luck while he was captain; said he felt like a Komiver. Then I was elected and things turned around so well—like we were charmed. The guys feel like I caused the good luck, which only makes him feel worse. Enough of Afnir. How is Da?” 

  Safa smiled sweetly, and Sako knew all was well. The love his parents felt for each other had always been an anchor in his life. 

 “He’s fine. We had our first fight in months over which of us would come down to greet you.” Her smile grew impish. “We settled it by coin toss.” 

 “Which you won, obviously.” 

 “Actually I lost, but I pouted like a little girl so he sent me. He misses you terribly. So do I.” She took his arm. “The Arms is so…empty when you’re at sea.” 

 “It’ll be full tonight. I’ve invited the whole Crew for dinner on me.” Safa’s eyes widened in shock. Sako showed her the ornery smile that few had seen. “Don’t worry, Mum. I told them that clean clothes and baths were required.” 

 “Speaking of baths, don’t you like the sailor soap?” She wrinkled her nose. 

 “Couldn’t afford it. We spent every last penny and coal on food.” 

 “Well, you need a bath. I’ll make you a sandwich while that water’s heating.” 

 “Thanks, Mum, but right now I have some business to take care of.” 

 “Up at the castle? It can wait. You’ll not impress the Captain if you smell.” 

 “Actually we need to see Tergil. We have debts to pay.” 

 “And what will you pay them with?” she asked tartly. “Promises? Your cargo still sits on your ship, you know.” 

 “Yes, and Tergil will buy the ships themselves. I plan to clear our debts to him with them.” 

 “You owe that much?” 

 “We never paid for the Merciless, Mum. I’ll be home as soon as we’re done with Tergil, I promise.” 

 The dinner party went very well. The Smilers were clean and barbered. Many sported new clothes and weapons. Only two hands declined the invitation. No one was surprised at either. The first was Afnir of course, and Helnik was known to be a solitary sort. Someone mentioned a wife and child who’d died or been killed before he landed in the slave pens. Gomeneg and Safa got on famously. 

 It was decided at dinner to buy a Crew House and hire a servant to help care for it and Afnir. That night those who’d survived Gull Stut Island paid their debts on Cathouse Row. Sako was pleased. All debts were paid and they hadn’t even sold any cargo yet. 




  

 39
 Aboard the Mermaid

 

 Mermaid  ’s navigator wasn’t as busy as Speed’s was to the south. There were significantly fewer islands to the north of that first inkspot on the charts than Calwin was finding to the south. 

 Captain Sweetwood, like Calwin, found that several islands were home to hostile natives, by following the smoke of cookfires. Then the lookouts spotted an actual smoke column, but this time it was a volcano. 

 Sweetwood explained to his lookouts in biting tones that in the future, he expected them to be able to tell the difference between a smoking mountain and a secret pirate port. 

 Mermaid  chased a suspicious sail for three hours, but lost it in a sudden squall. It was ten days before they encountered another. The Imperial frigate was running before the prevailing wind, so it was easy to close to signal range. In response to Sweetwood’s ‘I-Y’, a Kimbulan flag was unfurled. 

 ‘  Reefwalker out Dalarville. Bound Colada’


 ‘Where most recent stop?’ 

 ‘Large island no natives. Free coconuts and breadfruit’  Coconuts and breadfruit could be purchased cheaply in the Chains, and Sweetwood pointed out as much. 

 ‘Other cargo for Colada. Breadfruit and bananas for Dalaria. Coconuts keep to Vakgen’ 

 “Rather glib, Sir,” the First Lieutenant commented. 

 “I’ve noticed that these Kimbulans often lack respect,” said Sweetwood. 

 “Shall we board and inspect?” 

 “No…we’re not in Tayan waters…and I suspect the knave might just run out his guns if I were to suggest it.” 

 “Surely we could take him!” the Third Lieutenant huffed. 

  Sweetwood bestowed a withering look on the man. “To what purpose? Are you proposing I turn pirate?” 

 “No, Sir,” the officer answered meekly. 

 But Sweetwood wasn’t finished. “Were I a merchant captain, I might not appreciate being boarded in my own waters, or on the high seas for that matter, by a foreign warship. These Kimbulans are anarchists, but they serve a useful function. I’ll have a lesson for you, gentlemen, in a moment. For now, ask if he’s seen any pirates.” 

  They received a negative reply shortly. 

 “Thank him and wish him a safe journey. 

 “Now.” 

 With that one word, Sweetwood had the complete attention of his officers. “Of all the merchant runners that sail the Buxacan Sea, whose are the most heavily armed?” Sweetwood expected immediate answers from his officers, regardless of their rank. 

 “The Kimbulans, Sir,” said the second most junior midshipman. 

 “Very good, Ster Stoneblue. Why?” 

 “They fear the pirates, Sir?” 

 “Almost. Lieutenant Wood, more cannon and a larger crew equals less profit per voyage. Why would a merchant shipowner do such a thing?” 

 “They’re anarchists, Sir. There’s no Navy to protect them because they have no government.” 

 “Precisely. And what does this mean? Midshipman Brick.” 

 “Without a government or navy to protect them, Sir, they have to protect themselves.” 

 “Very good.” Sweetwood clasped his hands behind his back and began to pace in front of his officers. That usually meant that the question and answer portion was done. Now would come the lesson he meant to teach. 

 “There is no law above the Line, gentlemen! Ships of the civilized nations are taken every week up here. There is great profit to be made for both the merchant class and the Empire. But this is where the pirates live. They know these waters. The Kimbulans live here too; surely they love these pirates not. They can be useful allies, but not if we behave as pirates ourselves. This is why we will board no Kimbulan ships. Am I understood, gentlemen?” 

 “Yeah yeah, Sir!” 

 They encountered another Kimbulan ship, whose captain also claimed to have been harvesting fruit. Sweetwood surmised that this was how the Kimbulans maximized their profits. The coconuts cost nothing, after all, except the provisions to sail to the source first. 

 Then they came upon the fishing boats. The lookout swore he’d seen three when they appeared on the horizon, but there were two when the Mermaid closed to within hailing distance. 

 These were crab boats, and they were half full, according to Pallo, the captain of the larger. They hadn’t seen any pirates, or any other ships for that matter, since leaving port. They really didn’t have time to talk, unless Sweetwood wanted to purchase some crabs. The captain considered the hopeful expressions on some of his men, and ordered the provisioning lieutenant to buy some. 

 That evening after the crabs had been served, Midshipman Brick came to Sweetwood’s cabin with one of the hands. 

 “Yes?” 

 “Sir. Some very interesting information has come to my attention, Sir. Go ahead, Ostan, tell the Captain what you told me.” 

 “Yeah yeah, sir. Before I was pressed, I worked a small fishing boat out of Gateway, sir.” The seaman paused nervously. 

 “Go on.” Sweetwood showed neither interest nor impatience. 

 “Yes, sir. Them…them boats we saw today, sir? They was too small to be where they was, sir.” Ostan took a deep breath and plunged on. “Midshipman Brick says we’re three hundred miles south of Kimbula, sir. But boats like that, they can’t stay out to sea more than two days, sir!” 

 “What are you saying, then…Ostan, is it?” 

 “Yes, sir, Ostan.” The hand beamed at hearing his name from Captain Sweetwood. He now had the confidence to finish what he had to say. “Crab boats, sir? They work an area where they put their traps, sir. Them’re what’s called ‘pots’, sir. They need a whole day to put ‘em over and draw ‘em back up with the catch, sir. Half a day’s sail to where they wanna put their pots, sir, and no more. “Then…then it’s half a day home. One and a half and a half is two days, sir.” 

 “I see. So you believe that these fishermen came from somewhere nearby.” 

 “Yes, sir! And I never heard of no Kimbulans this far south of their big island, sir. They gots a few small islands….” Ostan belatedly realized that the Captain probably knew exactly which islands were settled by Kimbulans, and stumbled to a halt. 

 “I see. Thank you, Ostan. You’ve done very well. You may go about your duties.” 

 “Yeah yeah, sir!” Ostan beamed again at the unusual praise, saluted, and left the cabin. 

 “Ster Brick, please send the navigator in to see me with his charts.” 

 “Yeah yeah, Sir.” Brick immediately turned to go. 

 “Ster Brick.” Brick halted, fearing that he’d done something wrong. 

 “Your name will be mentioned in the dispatch,” Sweetwood said with the slightest hint of warmth. Such would guarantee the boy a place at the next Lieutenant’s Board. 

 “Thank you very much, sir!” 

 The navigator’s chart showed no islands in range of the crab boats, but then these waters were virtually unknown to the Empire. Sweetwood decided to continue due east. 

 Just before dawn, they raised an unknown island. Every officer aboard studied it through their looking glasses. There was a bit of beach on the island’s southeast edge, and a gash in the greenery nearby that indicated a possible inlet. The island was heavily wooded but a little too steep to be so flat. Lieutenant Wood told them he thought it had once been a volcano. 

 “I can’t put my finger on it, but something is very strange about that beach,” said Stoneblue. 

 The Gunnery Lieutenant agreed. “I wouldn’t think a finger of beach should curve in that direction…” 

 “It’s a dock!” Brick said excitedly. “Painted to look like the beach!” 

 “By Stess, he’s right!” said Wood. “And look. There are houses at the back of the beach, painted so as to blend in with the trees!” 

 Several exclaimed in amazement as seeing became perceiving. 

 “It might be nothing more than a fishing village,” said Sweetwood behind them. He studied the houses intently with his own telescope. It was a Viste, the highest quality looking glass that existed. They were quite expensive. “Painted so to conceal it from savages and pirates while the men are out fishing.” 

 “I’m not so sure, Sir. See that tree across the inlet from the houses? Rather tall and thick to be so close to shore.” 

 “Very good, First Lieutenant. I hadn’t noticed. It’s a watchtower, I believe.” 

 “Then they’ve certainly seen us by now, Sir.” 

 “Agreed. Nothing for it but to sail right up and ask who they are. Put the men at quarters, if you please.” 

 The Mermaid reefed her sails as she rolled ever closer to the village and inlet. Now even the least perceptive of the Imperials could see the uneven line that continued across all the little houses. Below the line, they were painted to match the beach, and above the line, no house had less than four shades of green in the shapes of leaves. There were even a few flowers incorporated in the designs. 

 Finally they were at an angle to see that the inlet was large enough to accommodate the Mermaid. A strong current pulled the warship around and through the notch. They were in a sizable bay. 

 Wood saw a well thought out shipyard with a dry-dock, and two ships under repair. 

 Brick saw a prosperous looking town with clean, well-cobbled streets leading uphill past well cared for buildings made of brick and stone. 

 Stoneblue had eyes only for the long, three-masted, fore and aft rigged ship moored almost dead ahead. She was like nothing he’d ever seen before. Peripherally, he noticed three other moored ships. 

 Sweetwood saw the fort, with its crenellations, cannon and the row of windows on the top floor that looked like nothing so much as the gun deck of a war ship. 

 The First Lieutenant saw a small islet to one side, with three massive links that led into the water. A horrible suspicion dawned on him and he looked to the starboard. There was an identical islet, complete with chain. He was about to shout a warning when the Mermaid struck the chain boom and came to a dead stop. 

 Sweetwood got back on his feet in time to see the flags unfurl. He saw The Noose, The Flames, and StrongArm’s banner on the square-riggers, and an unfamiliar flag on the xebec, evil eyes over a bloody sword. 

 Then he noticed the flag over the fort: a blue-eyed skull over crossed sabers. Anford. I should have expected as much. Sweetwood did not let his astonishment slow his reflexes. 

 “Hard to port! Starboard gunners, stand ready!” 

 With the bow held fast, the current would swing him about. That would put the starboard guns in line with Thirteen Twists. He would fire one broadside and complete the turn that would take him back out through the notch. 

 Guns boomed on both sides and Mermaid shuddered. The reports were so close that Sweetwood thought for a moment that they were his own guns. Then he saw that the islets also held batteries of carronades. They had been covered by tarps. 

 The strange pirate fired a barrage of chain. Sails were shredded, spars shattered and half of Mermaid’s foremast toppled forward. Debris and men rained down on the deck. A few seconds later, the other pirates fired broadsides of grape. Imperial sailors were scythed down like so much wheat. 
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 In the lull that followed, Brick got slowly to his hands and knees. Blood dripped into his eyes and he took a moment to wipe it away. Around him he heard breaking glass. Glass? Get up, you’re an officer in the Imperial Navy, not some farmboy. He stood and took stock. 

 Very few men were on their feet. Some were bleeding, none were officers. Brick noticed the First Lieutenant’s head, at the foot of the mast. There was more breaking glass, and Brick looked up. Men on the port side of the notch were throwing bottles at the Mermaid. Bottles? Why bottles? His eyes went next to the helm, and he saw Captain Sweetwood on the deck. Brick ran to check on him. 

  Sweetwood still breathed but Brick was unable to rouse him. Another bottle smashed at his feet, and the boy caught the sharp scent of rum. I have to act. “Let’s go Mermaids! Show these buggers that the Empire can’t be defeated!” Brick’s boyish voice cracked a little, but he had the attention of his crew. Another bottle broke on the wheel. This one was lamp oil. 

 “Marines! Stop those men!” The marines that were still on their feet raised their muskets and fired at the men on the hill. Fire arrows came back at them. 

 Several of them found puddles of flammable liquid. The flames spread quickly. Then they heard the report of a massive broadside. The guns on Castle Heights had opened up. Anford’s home had fifty cannons. 

 A few of the men had already jumped overboard to avoid the flames. Others were blown over the side when the fusillade hit the Imperial ship. 
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 Longboats were launching from the docks and two of the ships. Stoneblue was treading water by the rudder, and could see them clearly. He swam to the shore on the starboard side, and saw that six others had made it to land before him. Stoneblue turned and watched the men in the boats. 

 They made long, practiced casts with grappling hooks and caught the Mermaid. The lines were made fast to the boats, and together they pulled her around to tow her out. Stoneblue was grudgingly respectful of the discipline and competence with which they performed. The fire on board was raging now. 

 The hulk was towed just out of the inlet and the boats released their lines. The Mermaid drifted north, away from the inlet and the fishing village. The boats were all back in the inlet when the magazine blew. For the fourth time that day, the Tayan sailors were thrown from their feet. One of the boats was swamped by the shockwave and windows were shattered all over town. 

 Pirates in the other boats rescued their fellows with good-natured cat-calls, but two boats were now making for the little spit occupied by the surviving Tayans. Six men and one officer, out of a crew of three hundred thirty-eight. We cannot fight them all. Still…


 “Look sharp men! Remember that you represent the Empire.” 

 “Vall the Empire,” said one of the pressedmen. “They’ll kill us all in a few minutes.” He sat down defiantly. 

  The other five stood up and formed a line behind the midshipman. The boats beached, and twenty pirates stepped ashore. 

 “Welcome to Port Buxaca,” said one. 

 “Port Buxaca? We thought this was Rumtown.” 

 “That stuthole?” The man seemed surprised. “No, you’re about ten day’s sail to the north of Rumtown. You can smell it for miles.” 

 Stoneblue nodded wearily. “I’m Midshipman Stoneblue of the Imperial Navy. To whom am I surrendering the crew of the Mermaid?” 

 “Why, no one. I’m Karof, First Mate of the Felicity. We’re the Burners.” 

 “If we’re not surrendering to—” Stoneblue shook his head. “What’s to become of us? Are you planning to execute us?” 

 “Not exactly. We don’t keep slaves here, too many of us used to be slaves, and there’s no prison neither. We could maroon youse and let the savages take your heads, but youse know where Port Buxaca is, so we can’t take the chance. I had an idea that’s more honorable—combat.” 

 “Like the gladiator pits in Buxa?” Stoneblue was scornful. “Where’s the honor in that? Besides, we are unarmed.” 

  Seven cutlasses were tossed at Stoneblue’s feet. 

 “Not like the pits. Here, now, and out of sight of the people in town. One on one, one man at a time. We could just kill youse where you stand, but my way, youse get to fight back.” 

 Stoneblue nodded grimly.”Well, I’d rather die with steel in my hand, if you want the truth of it.” 

 Karof smiled. “Alright then. Who’s first?” 

 It was over very quickly. The sailor that sat down refused to defend himself, and was shot. It would be years before the Imperial Navy learned what had happened to Captain Sweetwood and the Mermaid. 




  

 40
 Thirty-One Miles Due West
 Of Vorr Eno 
 

 Bostol had taken the Thirteen Twists south. He planned to cruise between the Ingos and Gateway. Sako Pizi had sailed for the southern end of the Chains, with the thought to capture a Sevulian. 

 Olik Stansek had a different idea. He didn’t know where Brock had taken the Star of Sipa, his sister ship, but he had an idea that he was down by Talioch. It didn’t really matter; the Burners on Felicity wanted to go into the Chains, so that’s where Olik went. 

 The plan was to take a spicerunner and sell her cargo way down in Encaster, maybe find their Brothers. Whether or not they found the other Burner ship, they were off to Alarfaj after that. The Burners wanted a magnificent xebec like the Smilers had scored. 

 The Burners were on good terms with the natives of the last large island in the western side of the Kimbulan Archipelago, and stopped briefly there. The savages were pleased to see them, as Felicity hadn’t visited in several months. 

  They held a feast to mark the occasion. There was an exchange of gifts: a few steel knives and axes, two bags of glass beads, and some bolts of orange cloth were exchanged for a chest full of pearlescent seashells (worth a half Tayan Crown apiece in Port Buxaca), fresh fruit, and the right to top off their water barrels. 

 Newly supplied, Felicity sailed on to Vorr Eno. There they found an agent who sold them information on a Sevulian spicerunner leaving in two days. They took the Sevulians without a fight and were looting her when a sail was seen to the east. Stansek had a bad feeling that it was naval. The Burners returned to their own ship and headed west. There was a little cluster of coral heads that would do real damage to an unwary ship. 

 Unfortunately for the Burners, the sail behind them was not a war ship. But the one that rounded the little island two miles in front of them was, and they had neglected to lower their red flag. The ship closing on them was the Imperial Navy Frigate Mist, and her guns were out. 

 Stansek tried to come about, but was only halfway through his turn when the Mist came in range. A well-placed salvo of chain hamstrung the Felicity. The Burners returned fire, and they exchanged gunnery until the frigate had closed to board. Captain Red had more than enough men to keep his guns going until he led a boarding party over. 

 The sailors of enterprise fought fiercely, but in the end Felicity was taken. Stansek and sixty-three of his men were captured. 
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 The little spicerunner arrived soon after, having witnessed the battle. They wanted their cargo back. Red grudgingly allowed it. The Burners were forced to do the labor, then chained in their own hold. A prize crew was put on the Felicity, and both ships set sail to the south. 

 Red was inordinately pleased with himself. That smug half yellow-head bastard, with his three ships and two hundred pirates taken. None of them were the equal of Olik Stansek. Felicity is bigger than any two of his prizes combined, and I’ve taken down a crew of one-twenty! I’ll see this lot hanged, collect my prize money, and return to Tevon to present my findings to Captain Sweetwood. My findings…


 “Have the pirate Stansek sent to my cabin,” Red ordered. 

 I’ll know where Rumtown is before Stom does. I may have been born a commoner, but I’m better than any yellow-head, no matter who his father was! 

 It took a while, for the pirate captain had to be rowed over from his own ship, but eventually the man was thrown to the deck at Red’s feet. The Imperial Navy captain looked down his nose at his captive. 

 Olik Stansek was a fat man, with sweaty black hair and a week’s worth of stubble. His red complexion and watery eyes told a tale of a man who drank too much. But his arms were thick with muscle and crisscrossed with scars, and there was another scar on his neck that said he was not easy to kill. 

 “Where is your home base, pirate?” Red demanded. He wouldn’t dignify this piece of stut with the title of ‘captain’. 

 Bloodshot eyes stared back at him defiantly. “About two hundred yards aft,” he growled in a voice made raw by rum. 

 Red nodded to one of the brawny sailors that had brought the pirate in. That sailor hauled Stansek bodily to his feet and hit him hard enough to knock him back down. Blood trickled from his mouth. 

  “Where were you planning to sell the spice you’d stolen?” 

 Stansek saw no reason to keep that a secret. “Encaster.” 

 “They welcome your kind there?” 

 “They don’t ask where I get my cargo.” 

 “So Maraugh is your home port.” 

 “I don’t have a home port.” 

 Again Red nodded and Stansek was yanked to his feet and punched low in the ribs. His breath whooshed out painfully, but the man stayed on his feet this time. He glared pure hatred at Red. 

 “Some secret island in the Chains, or is it south of Kimbula?” 

 “I told you, my home is the Felicity. Don’t you hit me again!” This last was directed at the sailor next to him. He wasn’t pleading—he was angry. 

 “Perhaps we should start hanging your men now. Maybe that will loosen your tongue.” 

 But Stansek just sneered at him. “Go ahead. Hang now, hang in Gateway; it’s all the same to me.” 

 “This is becoming tiresome. Show him what happens to those who defy the Empire.” 

 The two burly hands closed in, but this time Stansek was ready for them. He seized the one to his right and shoulder threw him into the other sailor. They both went down and Stansek lunged for Red. The angry pirate had the Imperial by the neck with one hand and had hit him four times before the other two regained control. 

 Red climbed to his feet and spat out a tooth. Blood streamed from his nose and mouth onto his immaculate uniform shirt and coat. He wanted to kill the sea-scum now, but he still didn’t have the information he needed. 

 “Tie him to the grate.” Red pulled out a handkerchief to staunch his nose. “A few lashes seem to be in order. I’ll be out shortly.” The sailor of enterprise was dragged out and Red dug through his wardrobe for a fresh shirt and coat. 

 Stansek’s shirt had been ripped down, revealing a slave tattoo on his arm and a back already well marked with whip scars. Red nodded at his man with the cat. Stansek took the first fifteen lashes without crying out, but after that he screamed like any normal man. 

  At twenty-five lashes, Red stopped the punishment. His eye was rapidly turning black and he still held the bloody handkerchief to his broken tooth. 

 “Stansek, you are a pirate. For that, you will hang. But you don’t have to suffer from the cat anymore if you just tell me where Rumtown is.” 

 Even in the extremity of his pain, Stansek was thinking furiously. He put on a dismayed expression. Let him catch me in a lie so he believes the next lie. Then I’ll fold and lie some more. “Rumtown? Never…heard…of it.” 

 “One lash.” 

 Crack.  Stansek screamed. 

 “Where, sea-scum?” 

 Stansek screamed that he didn’t know. After two more lashes, he told Red that Rumtown was four weeks sail southwest of Bilitown. He was not prepared for Red’s reaction. 

 “I don’t believe you.” Crack. “I think it’s nearby.” Crack. “Here in the Chains.” Crack. “Would you like to change your answer?” 

 “Check…my ship…Rumtown…near…have more…provis…ions.” 

 Red glanced at the officer he’d put in charge of the prize crew. That man indicated that there wasn’t very much food left on the Felicity.


 “Cut him down and take him to my cabin. If you can’t provide accurate coordinates, I’ll have you brought back to the grate.” 

 The Imperial charts weren’t nearly as accurate as the Burners’ late navigator’s, but those had been tossed over the side in a weighted bag when capture became inevitable. Stansek had spent a lot of time learning those charts over the years. He found Kimbula, made some measurements after checking the scale and made a mark. 

 “There’s nothing there,” said Red. “Take him back up.” 

 The same two sailors seized Stansek by the arms. 

 “Wait, wait! There’s fifty islands between Kimbula and Agresia! Just cause you don’t know they’re there doesn’t mean they ain’t!” 

 “Stop, men. Describe this place to me.” 

 “Rumtown is on a long island runs east and west with a flattened mountain on the west end. There’s a cove round about to the south-southeast side, and that’s where Rumtown is.” 

 “How will I know it’s the right island?” 

 “You’ll pass three little islands in a row, all within sight of each other. Then there’s reefs to the south and no more islands east. And there’s a lot of smoke, more than there is on any of the savage islands.” 

 “You’d best not be lying to me.” 

 “Why would I lie?” Stansek asked wearily. 

 “To protect your friends.” 

 The sailor of enterprise allowed himself to slump between the men holding him. “You killed most of my friends. The rest are in chains.” He smiled sadly. “We had a good run, though.” 

 “Silence. I have no further interest in questioning this fellow. Take him back to his ship, and chain him up with the rest of the miscreants.” 

 “Yeah yeah, sir.” 

  They hoisted the fat man up and dragged him toward the door. 

 “And men.” The small group halted. “See that his back gets well rinsed with salt water.” 

 “Yeah yeah, sir.” 




  

 41
 Three Prizes 
 

 The Smilers were finally ready to put out to sea, except for one final detail. Three of the men were not aboard. All of the new men were aboard, though there weren’t as many of them as Sako had hoped for. 

 Tesser Nive and Bist Copton had joined soon after the Spicerunner’s arrival nearly two months ago, but everyone else had waited until the Smilers began preparing the ship for a cruise. Why let your name be added to a duty schedule (if the Crew you were joining even used one) for weeks or even months without any possibility of making money? Better to keep working at what one had been until the last week or so. Even so, there had only been one or two new recruits per day for the week. 

 Sako had asked StrongArm about it and had been told not to worry. 

 “Only the most desperate will join youse right now—guys what don’t feel they fit in with another Crew, and sea virgins. And the younger brothers and cousins of guys you already got,” the big man said. 

 “Here’s what you do. Make this a short cruise, say three months or so. Crews will come back that weren’t here when youse came in, and then you come back. Word’ll spread that you’ve done well for two cruises in a row, then you’ll get more men.” 

 As of now they had thirteen new hands. Afnir was not going back out, and Tramen Bora had lost a duel with a Bloody Fist just two days before the Mermaid had arrived. Thus the net gain, as Ellor put it, was only eleven. Of those, only two had come to Port Buxaca as adults. 

 Xo Hav Sleepy Cat and Qi Red Desert were probably the only Stits still sailing on the Buxacan Sea. They had been out of the country when their king had declared the ports and borders closed, and so were not allowed to return. 

 Xo Hav had once saved Qi’s life. By their customs, a sort of chivalric code that Sako didn’t really understand, Xo Hav now owned that life. Qi wasn’t a slave, however. It was sort of like the Brotherhood Oath they had all sworn when they formed or joined a Crew, but on a more personal level. Thus when Xo Hav had signed aboard a Kimbulan runner a year ago, Qi had as well. Now both were outlaws in Stitia. “If we are to be criminals, friend Sako, then we shall become wealthy ones.” Qi had wordlessly agreed. 

 Both had revised their cultural opinion that those with round eyes that came from the lands far from Stitia were not really people. They had spent too long in the company of such. Besides, criminals were also ‘not people’. 

 It had been an eventful two months ashore. Perndil Yellow had set up a shop high on Knife Street, near Castle Heights. He’d made good on his promise to the Smilers who’d saved him. 

 The boots were supremely comfortable, and made to last. The sandfish skin wouldn’t slip on even the slickest wet wood. The senior hands were so vociferous in their praises that many of the newer hands had ordered a pair for themselves. 

 Perndil had also gifted the Captain with a fine pair of tooled shoes that had engraved silver buckles. Anford loved them. 

 Now the cobbler had so much business, he’d taken on a pair of apprentices. One of them was Kostek’s younger brother. Even with the additional help, the waiting list for new shoes had stretched to three weeks. 

 Afnir and Betta had wed, with both families and all of the Smilers present. The ceremony had been held in the Smilers’ new Ashore House. It was a large, rambling structure on Rum Street that had once belonged to a Crew that had met a violent end some five years past. It had been the last unoccupied building in town. 

  Next door was a small cottage owned by an old widow. Sako had bought it on behalf of the Crew for Afnir and his bride, and had hired the old woman as a live in servant for the Smiler Mansion. She took one of the small rooms for herself and declared the kitchen to be her domain. 

 This didn’t sit well with Gomeneg, of course. Dason was forced to stop the constant wrangling over who would cook for the Crew ashore by declaring Stess Roundyellow was their baker. She made outstanding pies. 

 Gomeneg had nothing but criticism for Stess Roundyellow’s baked goods, but was caught more than once sneaking away with an extra piece of cake or pie. For her part, the old woman was quite emphatic in stating that everything Gomeneg touched was swill, but she always cleaned her plate. 

 The men began to keep score of the insults and betting on the daily totals. “This is disgusting; can I have more?” became the most popular catchphrase among the Crew. 

 Sako flexed his toes in his new boots and scowled at the gangway. Everyone knew they were to sail in an hour, but he was still waiting for his last three men. Balgo and Olik had been aboard all week, but were now out searching the taverns. The carpenter had failed to show up. 

 According to Bist, there had been sharp words between Sturo and his father the first night they’d been home. No one knew the whole story, but Sturo had not returned to the shipyard. Instead, he drank. Drinking wasn’t quite the problem—all of the men drank quite a bit. It turned out that Sturo had become a very mean drunk. 

 Sturo had provoked a duel with the bartender at the Sail on the Horizon Tavern and killed the man. He’d also beaten up one of the girls from the Row. When Dason forbade him from visiting the cathouses, Sturo had attacked him. Fortunately, no weapons had been drawn and they’d been separated before real damage had been done. Sturo had also been thrown out of the Treasure Chest and Danno had restricted him to two drinks after some trouble at the Dalarian Arms. Sturo’s response had been a curled lip. 

 Ten minutes before the Spicerunner was to sail, Balgo and Olik finally dragged him onto the ship. As soon as he was released, he took a swing at Sako. He was a good fighter, but he was no Hargen Stowe and Sako put him down in short order. 

 “Lock him in his cabin, and see that he only gets water to drink until morning,” Sako ordered. 

 The Spicerunner put out as gracefully as a dancer, making for the southern Chains. The plan was to catch something small out of Sevulia. A nice cargo of sugar or cotton would make a solid haul without keeping them at sea too long. 

 The next day dawned cool and clear, with a freshening breeze that promised smooth sailing and hot weather to come. Sturo was released from his cabin and came up on deck feeling like stut. He heaved his guts over the leeward rail and went back below. Sako watched coolly from the helmdeck. Probably looking for a drink. 

 Gomeneg was still making breakfast and the new hand they called Big Lunch was assisting. Both were aware that Sturo was forbidden anything stronger than beer. Sako waited. The ship’s bell rang, indicating watch change and breakfast. 

 Hargen Stowe had always expected to be fed first, but Sako took the opposite approach. When everyone else on deck went below to eat, he stayed up with the oncoming watch. Even then, it was standard practice on the Spicerunner that only those absolutely necessary to keep the ship on course would remain on duty and eat later. 

 Today, Sako took the wheel and Jikver Eleren was at the masthead. Aler was teaching Tesser the ropes, Xo Hav and Qi were flemishing line amidships, and Naffen was fishing. Sako’s stomach growled. The only meal for which he always joined the Crew was dinner. 

 When a head appeared above the hatch coaming, Sako was surprised to see Big Lunch instead of Sturo. The enormous man was a top-notch fighter and knew his way around the guns, but at over four hundred pounds, wasn’t much use aloft. Fortunately there wasn’t much need for that—most of the sail handling was done from the deck on the Spicerunner. Big Lunch carried a platter with mugs and sandwiches. Sako smiled. Gomeneg hated to serve his food cold. 

 Having been instructed by Gomeneg on Sako’s habit, the heavy man served the others first. The problem of feeding Jikver at his duty post was solved handily by Tesser. 

 He took a deadeye from stores and a light line and swarmed up the rigging. He secured the deadeye to the edge of the fighting top and fed the line through. A basket was found and secured to one end of the line, and Jikver hauled up his breakfast. 

 Sako liked that. Not just food, but ammunition could be hauled up that way. He made sure that everyone on deck could hear him praise the idea. Tesser beamed. Big Lunch brought Sako his breakfast. The sandwich was a hard-fried egg with bacon, and the mug held coffee. 

 After a quick check of the binnacle, Sako tied the wheel and sat down to enjoy his meal. He smiled again when he crunched into the bacon. 

 Most of the livestock pens forward were full, but the Crew had drawn the line at pigs. Instead, one of the Freshboxes was loaded with pork products. The other was stuffed with cheese and perishable vegetables. 

 Thinking of the Freshboxes made him smile again. He’d sent to the Maker in Ariton for a large Freshbox for the Arms. The Reefwalker would arrive in Port Buxaca before they returned, so Sako would miss his parents’ reaction. It was frightfully expensive. Sako had had only enough money left for a single new shirt and a six-week supply of cigars. 

 Some of the faster eaters came up on deck, and Sturo was with them. Sako’s smile died as the carpenter came to him. He looked angry and filthy. 

 “Cook tells me I gotta see you if I want a drink,” he growled. “Who made you my wet nurse?” 

 “Sturo, I’m not here to tell you when or how much to drink, unless you can’t do your job because of it,” Sako said patiently. “But you can’t fight Dason, or me for that matter, just because you’re drunk and in a foul mood. You want to skip a cruise or retire; you need to let me know first, so I can find a new carpenter.” 

 “A new—! You’re replacing me, are you?” Sturo was outraged. “We’ve been friends a long time, but this ‘captain’ stut is going to your head!” 

 “Dammit, we’re not replacing you unless you request it! You’re the finest carpenter I know, and I am still your friend. But if you keep this stut up, your only friend will be rum. You want a drink? Fix something! You want another? Fix something else! Two swallows per repair!” Sako took a deep breath and visibly calmed himself. “That’s letting captain go to my head, Sturo. Just show up on watch on time and do your job, and you can have all you want, just like anyone else.” 

 Sako sipped at his coffee, but it had gone cold. “The story around the docks is that you had words with your father. That’s none of my business, but here’s a few things you missed in port because you were looking in the bottom of the bottle. Dason’s mum is angry with him and won’t even look at me for letting Tesser join. Arno’s da is regretting the last harsh words they ever had, because they were the last words ever. And did you see Vord come down to greet us when we came in? Neither did I. Brog doesn’t mention it, but he spent the night every night right here on the Spicerunner. Everyone deals with their problems in their own way. You want to drink. That’s fine, just do your job.” 

 “Anything else…sir?” Bloodshot eyes stared defiance. 

  Sako lowered his voice almost to a whisper. “Did anyone sit next to you at the table?” 

 “No…” 

 “You smell like an Agresian, Sturo. We do have sailor soap aboard.” 

 Sako’s friend whirled and stalked away. 

 Sailor soap was what the first Buxan immigrants to Sevulia had called the long-stalked plant the natives had used for bathing. Unlike regular soap, it lathered well in salt water. Everyone but Agresians used it while at sea. They considered it unmanly and bad luck to bathe between ports. 

 Three weeks out, they took the Spaniel, a Sevulian out of Gateway bound for Jono City and Tevon. The cargo was unremarkable: farm implements, blacksmithing tools, some clothing and building supplies. But there was a fair amount of coin as there were three passengers who’d paid in advance. All three were worth ransoming. 

 Elwin and Ella were the twin sixteen-year-old children of Lord Arvin, a wealthy plantation owner in Sevulia. The other passenger was Lord Falero, the twenty-year-old son of Duchess Lisavon of Jonos and thus the nephew of Queen Bontina herself. 

 They sent the Spaniel on with the ransom notes. They were asking for five thousand crowns for each twin and ten thousand for the royal nephew. The Spaniel was to meet the Spicerunner at coordinates one hundred miles east of their current location in three weeks. The Smilers cruised around, looking for more trouble. 

 The hostages were given free run of the ship in daylight and locked in one of the cabins at night. They ate with the Crew, and sat near Sako at dinner. Sako was polite but distant. They were his guests but not his friends, though it was hard to remain aloof when Ella smiled at him. She was charming in an innocent way, and it was obvious by the second day that she had a crush on Dason. 

 Falero was quite jealous. He’d thought he’d had her attention before the Smilers had interrupted their voyage. Elwin privately thought that anyone—even a pirate—was more acceptable than Falero, who was an arrogant fop. 

  It didn’t take long for Falero to notice that the girl’s eyes were always on the First Mate. He began a campaign of insults and verbal slights. With anyone else there would have been an altercation if not actual violence, but Dason usually had a diplomatic response or a joke. 

 Sometimes the response was a veiled reference to the young man’s effeminate nature, which the sailors always caught before Falero did. The Jono had had enough when Ella had laughed at the most recent comment. 

 “It’s a shame I can’t challenge sea-scum,” Falero said quite loudly to the twins. “I’d show him a thing or two about the steel of Jonos! But the base iron is beneath me, and convention says I can only challenge within my class.” 

 “Sailors of enterprise are the lords of the Buxacan Sea,” Dason said to Mosaca Tomanaro, with a sidelong glance at the overdressed nobleman. “Amongst my own kind I am a prince—heir to all that can be seen. It’s fortunate that landlubbers fear to challenge, because I’d get choice of weapon. The only way the duel could be fair would be for me to go unarmed against his weapon of choice!” 

 The men howled. 

 “Ain’t that the valling truth!” said Stutmouth. 

 But Lord Falero wasn’t amused. “You take that back!” he screeched. “You have no idea how well I can fight!” 

 “Wasn’t necessarily referring to you, my lord.” 

 “Yes you were! You meant me and everyone knows it! I’ll kill you for this, knave!” 

 “A duel! A duel!” the men chorused. 

  Elwin looked sick and Ella clung to him fearfully. 

 In his cabin, Sako looked up from his charts, curious at the commotion. 

 “Alright,” said Dason. “Our rule says duels are to be fought ashore, but we can fight now. Someone give him a knife.” He turned back to the Jono. “To the third blooding only, my lord.” 

 “Agreed!” Dason drew his knife, and Chos handed one to Falero. 

 “Don’t get this tangled up in your ruffles, now.” Jono noblemen wore shirts and short jackets instead of the vests the commoners wore. Falero’s shirt had a lot of lace at the collar and cuffs. He ignored Chos’ barb and concentrated on Dason. He squeezed the hilt like he held a stick. 

 “Please don’t kill him, Ster Nive!” Ella said. 

 “Don’t worry, love.” Dason glanced at the way Falero held his knife, smiled and contemptuously tossed his blade aside. The men cheered and Ella screamed as Falero rushed Dason. 

 Sako heard the young woman’s plea quite clearly and ran out on deck to see what was going on. He was just in time to see Falero strike. 

 The nobleman might have agreed to the ‘three blooding’ stipulation, but he apparently wanted the first blood to come from Dason’s throat. Dason blocked him at the wrist. In two moves, the sailor of enterprise disarmed his opponent and threw him to the deck. 

  He used Chos’ knife to draw three shallow scratches on Falero’s forearm. 

 The men counted each wound aloud as it was made. “ONE…TWO…THREE!” 

 Dason got up and tossed the knife to Chos, then helped the Jono to his feet. Handshakes and a rum bottle made the rounds, Falero included. 

 “You are a man,” Dason said. “You stood up, even if you lost.” He offered his hand. “I’m sorry I slighted you.” 

 But the young man refused to shake hands. “I’ll not apologize!” he said with a sullen glare. 

 “Your blood is apology enough.” 

 “What’s going on here?” Sako asked, as if he’d just arrived. 

 The Crew went silent. 

 “Aren’t arguments to be settled ashore?” 

 “This needed settling now,” said Dason. “We’re too far from shore.” 

 Sako nodded his acceptance, and turned a mild gaze on his hostage. “My lord, I would not have expected such a breach in manners from a man of your breeding. You are a guest on my ship, however unwilling. When does a guest challenge his host to a duel? I’m afraid that if you cannot deal with my crew in a civil manner, I’ll have to confine you to your quarters for the duration of your stay. Am I understood?” 

 “I am the Queen’s nephew!” 

 “Bontina is not my queen, nor are we anywhere near her realm. Even if we were, you are aboard my ship—and here my word is law. I could hang you by your heels from the main boom and have my men pelt you with cow stut if I wished.” 

  There were several chuckles at that. 

 “Can you speak civilly to my men?” 

 “Your uncouth brutes are incapable of speaking civilly to me!” 

 “They’re not required to,” Sako said simply. “For the last time, will you comply?” 

 “I will not.” 

 “Olik, take him to his cabin. Carry him if you have to.” 

 After that, Ella could always be found near Dason. She was quite impressed with his merciful treatment of her erstwhile suitor. 

 Dason wasn’t made of stone, but he didn’t want to take advantage, either. Ella’s advances steadily decreased in subtlety. She went to her brother after a week, and Elwin quietly let Dason know that whatever happened would be with his approval and silence. 

  “There was this young Countess in the City of Taya…Ella won’t tell my father about that. The least I could do is return the favor.” 
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 That night Ella came to Dason’s cabin. Dason closed the door and fished out a half bottle of wine. “There’s no mug or glasses, I’m afraid.” 

 “That’s fine,” she said, and took a healthy swallow. “This is from my father’s vineyard.” She took another sip and handed the bottle back. Her cheeks flushed prettily. 

  Dason had some wine and put the bottle aside. He pulled her close and they kissed long and deeply. Then she stepped back and very deliberately undressed. When she was done, she leaned in for another kiss. Her curves were modest but enticing and very firm. 

 Dason let his hands roam up and down her back. Her skin was very soft. 

 “Have you known many women?” 

 “A few.” 

 “I have never known a man.” Ella sat on the bunk and looked him in the eye. “You will be my first.” 

 “We may never see each other again after your ransom is paid. Are you sure you want me to be the first?” 

 She reached up and began to unbutton his vest. “Very sure.” 
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 The Smilers arrived at the rendezvous to find the Royal Navy Frigate Wasp, with sails furled and a white flag displayed. The signal flags said: ‘Here to pay ransom for Lord Falero’


 Sako ran up the Bloody Smile and put his men at the ready. Falero was brought up from the hold. He’d rebelled as soon as Olik had locked him in his cabin and had broken some things. 

 For that Sako had him chained in the deepest hold. He was filthy and showed evidence of rat bites. Falero blinked uncontrollably in the strong sunlight. They closed to hailing range, and a boat came over from the Wasp. The lieutenant in charge passed up a chest containing seventy-five hundred queens, and Falero was handed down. 

 “I will see you all hanged for this,” Lord Falero threatened weakly. 

 Sako just laughed. He waited until the boat was being hoisted up before he put on sail and turned away. Sako would sail in a large circle that would put him back here in one day. 

 Wasp  headed northeasterly, with the intent to cross into the area patrolled by the Sword’s Edge. Together they could capture the black-hearted bastard who’d dared to seize and torture a member of the Royal Family. 

 The Spicerunner and the Spaniel met in the same way at the same coordinates. Lord Arvin came over on the boat and paid the ransom himself. The reunion was tearful but relieved. His children were safe. “Which of you is Sako Pizi?” 

 “That would be me, my lord.” Sako bowed politely. 

  Lord Arvin looked him up and down. His expression gave away nothing. “I don’t know whether to thank you for not harming them or curse you for taking them in the first place.” 

 “Both, my lord. It has been a pleasure, having them aboard. Your son and daughter carried themselves with great dignity and character. They were quite polite to me and my men, in spite of the circumstances. You have much to be proud of.” 

 “Thank you,” Arvin said grudgingly. “I must say that you are not the monster I envisioned.” He cleared his throat. “However, I must warn you that I will be giving a full description of you and this ship to the proper authorities, both at home and in the Empire. It is my duty.” 

 “I understand completely, my lord. But for now, you and your children are free to go. I wish you a safe voyage.” 

 Lord Arvin looked at him strangely for a moment, then followed his children over the side to the waiting boat. 

 Maybe he didn’t want a safe voyage  . 

 The Spicerunner headed due south until the Spaniel was out of sight, then came about and headed for home. Sako was pleased. A short cruise, zero casualties and an excellent haul. Let’s see if StrongArm was right about more recruits. 
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 Thirteen Twists 
 

 Captain Walmer of the Jono runner Bat looked again through his glass at the sinister ship bearing down on him. Nothing had gone right for the entire voyage. Though not very old, the Bat was worm infested. The pumps had to be manned constantly. The aft pump had broken at dawn and now they were taking on water. Walmer had been sure he could make Ingo East, but only with no delays and no storms. 

 Then the mainsail had split due to age. The foretopsail followed soon after. There was no new material aboard, and the cloth kept tearing away from the stitches made to repair it. 

 Now this  . 

 The strange sail had been in sight for a few hours, and was making straight for them. Between torn sails, a hull foul with weed and worm and three feet of water in the hold, Bat had no chance of getting away from what appeared to be a pirate ship. Sure enough, a black flag with the Noose was displayed, along with a signal. 

 ‘Stand to.’  There were no threats necessary. 

 Stut! Now all I need is a sea monster.  The water roiled just aft of Bat, but it was only a shoal of fish. 

 Relieved, Walmer turned his attention back to the Thirteen Twists and ordered all sails furled. 

 The Hangmen sailed right up and grappled the crippled runner. A horde of heavily armed ruffians swarmed Walmer’s deck and herded his men aft with kicks and punches. 

 “Is this all of your men?” one of them demanded. 

 Walmer could clearly hear his pump sucking and slurping. He assumed the pirate could as well, despite the missing ear. “I have four men on the forward pump. There’s three feet of water in my hold.” 

 “Storm damage?” 

 “Worm.” 

 The sea scum gave him a look of utter contempt. “Hook! This thing’s got the worm!” 

 “Stut!” said a one-handed sailor with gold earrings. “Now we’ll have to careen!” 

 “That’s right. Have the boys start transferring the cargo. Me and the captain got business in his cabin.” 

 Walmer watched as Thirteen Twists sailed away. They’d taken all of his cargo that wasn’t wet, most of his provisions, and every coin aboard. But the crew had only suffered some bruising. 

 If it weren’t for the worm, they’d have taken the ship as well and hanged us all.  The Hangmen never marooned sailors. 

 The lighter load also helped somewhat with the flooding. If I’m lucky, she won’t sink until after we make Ingo East. I hope some of the worms got to your hull, you bastard. I hope you sail straight into Captain Valmed’s path! Walmer would never learn of it, but at least half of his curse came true. 
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 Bostol was disappointed that he hadn’t been able to take the Bat as well as her cargo. How could these idiots let their ship get worm infested? Worse, once they knew, why hadn’t they done anything about it? It's stut like this that costs sailors their lives. How’s that for keeping your schedule, staphead? Just load her overfull and sail from port to port, stint your crew on provisions and even necessary stores like lumber and sailcloth, and keep it up until the ship goes down in four-foot swells with five knots of wind. Some people just shouldn’t own ships!

 Bostol sincerely hoped he’d ruined the owner of that vessel. He hated ship owners, and hanged every one he found. 

 Bostol had once been the first officer on an Agresian runner out of Ariton. On his last legal voyage, they’d taken severe storm damage and lost the captain. Bostol had taken over and stopped at one of the uninhabited Chains for repairs. When they’d finally made Ariton, they were a month overdue. When the ship owners learned why, they’d fired him on the spot, in front of the whole crew. 

 “You should be thanking me for saving your cargo—and dry dock fees as well!” he said hotly. “These men did as fine a job of saving your ship as any I’ve seen. If we hadn’t stopped, we wouldn’t be late—we’d be lost!” 

 “Late cargo is better than no cargo,” the new acting first officer agreed. 

 But the owners of his ship were not impressed. They had been about to collect on the insurance, and had grossly exaggerated the value of the cargo. 

 “You think so?” said the shorter one. “Then you’re fired too! The rest of you get this unloaded, and don’t expect to be paid for it, either!” 

 Bostol and his mate, who would later be known as ‘Hook’, collected their gear and shuffled to the nearest tavern. Later, after they’d drunk through the rest of their coin, some men came and took them to a ship, which then put out to sea. 

 Bostol had awakened in his old cabin. The crew hadn’t unloaded anything. “They wouldn’t pay us for our work or saving their ship, so we paid ourselves,” the spokesman told him. 

 “You realize that we’re pirates, now.” 

 “Yeah, and we want you to be our captain.” 

 “In for a penny, in for a crown.” 

 They sold the cargo in Sipa, returned to Ariton, and hanged the two ship owners from the lamppost in front of their office. 

 Bostol had found Rumtown by accident, and had sailed from there for a while before he met an older captain. 

 He’d spent an evening drinking with the man. The blue-eyed salt spoke of brotherhood and cooperation and what was about to happen in Port Buxaca. Bostol fell out of his chair when he learned that he’d been drinking with Baz Anford. 

 Now Thirteen Twists was making straight for the nearest island with a decent careening beach. Toredo worm was serious, and Bostol had to be sure that none had burrowed into his hull. He went below to check the water level in the bilges every half hour. Their destination was in sight when a sail was spotted. 

 The general rule north of the Line was that ships avoided contact, except for pirates. This ship was headed straight for them. That would be fine if it were a Brotherhood vessel, but the scum from Rumtown would attack anything they perceived as weaker. 

 Thirteen Twists  was anything but weak, but what was closing on them appeared to be at least a frigate. Spiderhead is rumored to have a frigate; he’s always trouble. But this was more likely the Royal Navy of Jonos. Bostol changed course to an area of shallows where he knew every reef by name. 

 The situation became grimmer as the day wore on. The Jono ship was sailed with an expert precision that could only mean the Sword’s Edge. The Edge had taken nine Rumtown ships down and two independent pirate ships as well. Captain Valmed had also crossed swords with several ships of both Brotherhoods. He hadn’t bagged one yet though, and the Hangman was not about to be the first. 

 They were still miles from the reef area when the sun went down, and the Sword’s Edge was only a mile behind. Bostol turned southerly and furled all sails. He never used running lights, but the Royal Navy did, and Bostol could watch their progress. 

 “When he passes us by, we’ll up sail and head east.” But the lights of the hunter did not stay on course. They closed, then went away. Instead of driving due west, the frigate was casting back and forth. Valmed must have expected the Hangmen to try something like this. The moon would rise in an hour. 

 Hook saw the same thing Bostol had. “He’ll be in gun range just as the moon shows us up.” 

 “Which way are we drifting, and how fast?” 

 Hook cast the log and had an answer within minutes. “East at a knot.” 

 “So if we do nothing, and he keeps his legs consistent, we’ll be aft of him when we’re in gun range.” 

 “Yeah. What are you thinking?” 

 “I want absolute silence, men aloft ready to make sail and gun crews at the ready. No smoking either! As they pass, I want to rake his stern with chain. Do enough damage and he’s not hunting anyone.” 

 The Hangmen made ready with silent efficiency. The Sword’s Edge was less than two hundred yards away when they passed. Bostol made a hand signal and his sails were set with a whispering rustle. Just a little steerage…Bostol had his broadside perfectly aligned with the frigate’s stern when an alert lookout spotted him. 

 “FIRE!” 

 Valmed was taken completely by surprise, but reacted quickly. The Edge began a turn to engage the sailors of enterprise. Bostol managed to stay aft and fired another broadside of chain. I hope that’s enough to slow him down. “Break out all sail! We’re running!” 

 The damage was extensive enough to prevent the Edge from continuing the chase. Valmed hadn’t even been able to return fire. 

 Thirteen Twists  disappeared into the night. 
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 An Invitation To Dinner 
 

 “Brothers, we seem to have some coin,” Sako announced. “We’re halfway between Hanarre and the Ingos, or we can go home to spend it. What would youse like to do?” 

 The majority voted for Ingo West, so the Spicerunner made for that port. 

 Sako and Dason figured that Falero would have been taken straight to Jono city, and word of his capture should not have reached the Ingos yet. Tirpa knew an agent there, as well. 

 Ingo West faced Ingo East across a two mile strait. Ingo West was older, and it had a well-protected but small harbor. As Ingo grew in importance as a jumping off point for profiteers seeking fortunes in the Chains or on Clavland, it became too crowded. The city expanded to the nearby island with its larger harbor. Physically they were now two ports, but administratively they were one, held by Duke Iambola, one of the few men of such rank in Jonos. 

 The agent was a well-to-do factor who preferred the western incarnation of the city. She conducted all of her business, legitimate or otherwise, at the Last Civilized Tavern, one block from the water. In addition to the usual factor’s commission, she also insisted that those she met with buy her lunch, or whatever meal was appropriate for the time of the meeting. In return, she paid for her clients’ drinks. 

 “She says we’re easier to deal with when we’re drunk,” Tirpa said, as he, Sako and Dason walked to the tavern. “And foreigners are even easier because they’re so busy watching her breasts.” 

 They laughed and Sako reminded himself not to be distracted. 

 “Her halters cover very little, and she doesn’t like a tight knot around her neck; so if she leans toward you—and she will—they damn near fall out.” 

 “Are they that big?” Dason asked. 

 “No, it’s not their size…they’re…you’ll have to see for yourselves.” 

 They arrived at a well cared for wooden building that was painted a light green with white trim, and stepped inside. It smelled clean and the food smelled good. Sako approved, comparing it to the Arms. The serving men wore matching green vests without shirts. 

 It was late for breakfast, but business appeared to be brisk. There was a scattering of well-dressed merchant officers and a few local couples. An older woman stood and walked over to greet them. She wore a blouse over her halter, and wore two rings on her necklace, which indicated she’d been widowed twice. Her face was thin and plain and she wore her gray hair in a no-nonsense bun. Her skirt was as short as anyone else’s though, and her legs were quite attractive despite her age. 

 “Good morning, boys. Welcome to the Last Civilized Tavern, my name is Esten. Are you here to drink, eat, or just relax in our sitting room?” 

 “All three, Stess,” Tirpa said respectfully. “I’m being here before. I’m telling my new captain of the wonderful breakfast you serve and he just had to come.” 

 “Not just handsome, but well-spoken.” Esten smiled and her face was transformed. Sako could now see why at least two men had found her fascinating. “Aren’t you a treat! I recommend you eat before you drink, boys, else the ladies might take advantage of you.” 

 “In that case, maybe we should drink first,” Dason said with his most charming smile. 

 Esten smiled again. “You’re a bad one, laughing eyes! Don’t act too easy, or even an old woman like me might take you; and you’d better perform!” 

 “He’s a nice boy, Stess,” Sako said. “Just a little flirty. Is Osi available? And if so, has she eaten?” 

 Esten gave Dason a stern glance, but his contrite expression, so obviously insincere, made her smile again. “Ornery!” she accused, before she turned back to Sako. “She had some toast earlier. She’s in the sitting room reading the broadsheet. Benk here will show you the way.” 

 One of the serving men appeared at her elbow as if magically summoned. “Follow me if you please, gentlemen.” 

 Benk led them around the tables and through to the next room, which was furnished with comfortable armchairs and couches. Several women lounged at ease, talking or reading, and drinking coffee or tea. They all looked up as the men entered, but the conversation didn’t stop. 

 It took Sako a few moments to put his finger on what, besides the lack of men, made this sitting room so different from any other he’d been in. Nobody’s smoking. That made sense. He’d only ever seen one female who smoked. One woman sat with a novel in the sunlight that Sako couldn’t help but notice. Her halter was sized for…well…peaches, I guess, but those are as big as cantaloupes! He averted his gaze quickly. That must be Osi. Be the gentleman you were taught to be.


 But Benk led them past her to a woman in a chair with a newspaper. “Some gentlemen wish to buy you breakfast, Osi,” Benk said to her. 

 She looked up and smiled as she recognized Tirpa. Her eyes were large and brown, and her amazing figure was concealed by a full blouse. Sako figured she was in the middle stages of pregnancy. 

 “Tirpa Ackel, you handsome man!” She reached out both hands for his. “I’d feared you would come to a bad end when I heard you were with that animal Stowe. I’m so glad to see you.” 

 “I’ll have a table ready for you in a few minutes,” Benk said, as he withdrew. 

 “It’s nice seeing you too, Osi. You’re looking well. When did you get married?” 

 “Five months ago. This is a wedding night child.” She put one hand on her belly in a gesture that Sako had seen every expectant mother make. 

 “He’s potent then, but is he cooking?” Tirpa said teasingly. In Jonos, the women liked their men attractive, preferred potency, and demanded cooking skills. 

 Osi laughed decorously. “He’s very athletic and quite good looking, but he’s not much of a cook, I’m afraid.” She tilted her head to one side and back. “Fine by me actually, since I eat out most every meal anyway.” She looked at Tirpa archly. “It’s a shame you and your handsome friends weren’t here for my Bride-to-Be.” Osi wrinkled her nose. “But then, you’d have probably brought that pig Hargen.” 

 “Stowe died in a shipwreck. I’m with a new company now. This is Captain Sako Pizi, who’s owning the ship.” 

 “Hello Captain Pizi. You’re a handsome one, but your eyes look…sad. And angry.” 

 Sako bowed politely. “No danger to you, Stess, I assure you.” 

 “Hmm. And your other friend, who thinks the world is a joke for his personal amusement?” 

 “Dason Nive, at your service, Stess.” 

 “You’d look nice in one of our vests, I think.” 

 Dason could think of several flirty comebacks, but he never trifled with a married woman. “The Stess is kind to say so.” 

 Osi stopped her perusal of Dason and turned her attention back to Sako. Her eyes moved over him in frank assessment as she spoke. “Unfortunately, I have no information for you this morning, Captain. It would be unfair to ask you for breakfast. Come back this evening for dinner, maybe I can find something for you by then.” 

 “Dinner then. Say, five hours after noon?” 

 “That would be wonderful—Oh, Benk, there you are. I won’t need a table now, but could you be a sweetie and bring me a heel of bread and some vinegar to dip it in? The baby wants vinegar—the red kind, please.” 

 “Right away, Osi.” Benk disappeared again as unobtrusively as he’d arrived. 

 “Until this evening, gentlemen.” It was clearly a dismissal. The sailors of enterprise bowed again and went back to the main room to eat. 

 Osi’s fee was a hundred twenty seven Jono kings, which was a little higher than Pallo Brini had charged. In addition, Sako bought dinner for Osi and her husband, who seemed a little jealous of the attention she paid to the other men at the table. 

 “The Tern left Ingo East a week ago, bound for Braden. She’s Tayan. Her cargo is unimportant at the moment, sweetie, but she’s returning to Dalaria laden with spice.” Osi took another bite of steak, and Sako waited for her to finish. “There won’t be much gold aboard—they’ll have spent it on the spice—but I’m sure all that spice could be sold somewhere.” She gave Sako the expected dates of arrival in Braden and Dalaria. Her work finished, she ordered pastries for dessert. 

 Throughout the meal she had questioned the Smilers without seeming to interrogate them. Tirpa had warned of this; she was, after all, an information dealer. They did their best to evade the questions without seeming to. Even so, they had no idea how much information they were giving away. 



[image: cutlass image scene break]



 Sako’s ship was an oversized Alarfaji xebec, which most only knew by description. He had to have taken it in the usual way of pirates, so he was good at it and had a dangerous crew. To have a ship like that, he was far ranging. 

 The ship could hold more cargo than most but less than some, and it was as well armed as a privateer, though they were pretending to be a Kimbulan merchant runner. They were always well armed, but not as heavily as the Spicerunner. 

  Some of the crew were from Jonos or the Chains, but most were Buxan in origin. The mix was about right for a Kimbulan runner, but there was one pureblood Clav and several part-Clavs, a pair of Stits, and even an Alarfaji. That last must have gone over to Sako when his ship was taken. This much she’d learned from Talik, her husband, who she’d sent to look over the vessel. 

 He’d only seen a dozen men on the ship. Most crews would leave about a fifth of their number on board in a strange port, so she could extrapolate the size of Sako’s crew. There was also a man strapped to a chair, but he didn’t appear to be a prisoner—his hands were free and he was armed with a pistol. 

 Tirpa she knew was Mitterish, but anyone could place that accent. Sako was Dalarian and Dason was Tayan, but such could be told from their names alone. Both had the grammatical quirk of adding an ‘s’ to the plural form of ‘you’—very common in Kimbula, so they probably grew up there. They knew a very good cobbler as well as a good tailor, and they could afford them, another testimony to their success so far. But Sako was relatively unknown yet; else he would never have dared come into a port. Osi had a feeling that was about to change. 

 Sako and Dason had been friends since childhood. Sako, in spite of his charming and polite façade, was a vicious killer. He was very gentle around women, but would kill any man with very little provocation. Osi got the impression that there were others in the crew that had known Sako as long as Dason had, but none were so close. 

 Dason Nive was witty, charming and very likable. Even his sarcasm was gentle, more amusement at a situation than criticism of the people involved. He was the sort who only killed when he had to. Dason was the First Mate, and was probably what kept the crew on an even keel. Without Dason, Osi thought that Sako would be a monster worse than Spiderhead. 

 She let none of this affect her conversation with these men. Talik didn’t like any of them and barely hid it. Dason, of course, was slowly winning him over, but Sako apparently felt that charm was wasted on a man. The meal was over and they’d just received their coffee when three women approached the table. 

 The lead article in the broadsheet had been the upcoming wedding between Lozia, the son of Duke Iambola, and one of the three women. Thus Osi knew what was going on as soon as they stood up from their own table. The men at her table were speechless, but at least they didn’t gawk. Sako set down his coffee before his hand could shake. 

 Their skirts were the shortest he’d ever seen. The one with the reddish tinge to her hair offered an envelop to Dason. She wore a flowered twin triangle type of halter with a strap over each shoulder that looked as if it were painted on, and her skirt featured a slash that went to the waistband, exposing the front of one hipbone. A little wind and she’d show everyone her private hair, Sako thought. It didn’t seem possible that she could wear anything under that. 

 The tall one with shorter hair gave an envelop to Tirpa. Her halter was the kind that covered most of her back and shoulders. It was secured by a pair of buttons in the front. Then Sako was distracted by the third woman, who offered a sealed envelop to him. 

 She was the shortest of the three, the darkest and the most buxom. Her halter was dark brown and was held by a neck strap. There was a triangle cutout in the center that was point up rather than the more common point down. Sako’s hand reached blindly for the envelope as he looked her in the eye. The tall one spoke, but Sako could barely hear her for the blood pounding in his ears. 

 “Excuse us, Stess. I trust we’re not intruding?” 

 “Not at all, Stess.” Sako could hear the smile in the factor’s voice. “Please proceed.” 

 Sako felt a strong rush of desire. Something in his face gave him away, for the dark girl smiled encouragingly. Her lips were very full. It was an effort not to focus on that triangle, but he managed. Dimly he could hear the tall girl. 

 “You are each invited to dinner tomorrow evening; the details are in your letters. As you are foreign, I must point out that there will be no exchange of names, nor would it be appropriate at dinner. Do you accept the invitations?” 

 “We do,” Dason answered for all. “Thank you.” 

 The buxom brunette smiled at Sako again as she turned to go. Sako finally blinked. The girls looked every bit as good going away as they had face to face. Sako was too busy watching the short skirts—hoping for a glimpse of bottom—to notice the venomous look Talik shot him. Osi missed it as well, as she had closed her eyes in bliss at the last bite of her pastry. 

 The Crew was more than happy to spend an extra day in town. A few had met ladies and the rest were satisfied to watch the locals. Osi had provided directions to the Grape Arbor, but Sako decided to hire a coach. The Grape Arbor was across town, and none of them wanted to arrive at dinner sweaty. Sako wore his sword, as befitted a privateer captain, and all three carried hidden pistols. 

 The three Smilers were punctual, and were expected. A servant led them to a private dining room and closed the door. The table was set for six. Tirpa gestured at the chaise lounges, one in each corner. “Just in case you were doubting, it is a Bride-to-Be.” 

 “Wonder which one’s the bride?” said Dason. 

 “Who’s caring?” 

 The women arrived together, dressed differently but just as provocatively as before. They sat at the table, all on the same side. Each man sat across from the lady that had invited him. Food and drink arrived on covered dishes, and the servants bowed out. Sako’s lovely new friend poured wine for all, and the tall girl stood and made a toast, “To the bride-to-Be: may this, her last night of freedom, be free from strife, may the men invited prove strong and capable.” Everyone drank deeply. 

 “Couple more toasts like that and I won’t be strong or capable!” That was Dason. 

 The brunette served the meat course. It was tender cuts of beef, rare and well-peppered. Sako picked up his fork after everyone had been served, but the brunette shook her head. 

 “You have to take off your boots, first.” 

 The men thought that a little strange, but did as they were told. 

 Conversation was light and flirty. Dason was the most comfortable with this, but the other two were enjoying the boldness of the ladies. Women were by no means expected to keep their desires quiet or their comments innocent in the rest of the world, but Jono women were used to being completely in charge, and these three were having fun with whatever they wanted to say. The confidence and boldness was very exciting for the men. 

 When they were required to remove their stockings for the next course, the men understood exactly where this was going. Sako hoped the meal ended before he lost his shorts. He wouldn’t be comfortable eating while naked. The ladies however, were not as concerned with his comfort. They began to remove clothing as well, one item at a time. 

 Dessert was key lime pie. Sako had never felt so self-conscious while eating. The women now wore only their halters, so nothing had changed on their side of the table, at least visually. The brunette finished last, and blotted her lips with her napkin. Color had risen on all three women. “It’s time to stand up boys.” 

 “I’m already standing,” Dason said. 

 The girls giggled. 

 “Where we can see,” said the one that had chosen him. 

 The Smilers obeyed, carefully, not looking at one another. The women obviously appreciated the show. The tall one even licked her lips. 

 Is this how a woman feels when a man is ogling her?  Sako wondered. He was still self-conscious, but quite flattered. 

 After a few moments, the ladies removed their tops, and it was the men’s turn to stare. Each woman was unique in her size, shape and coloring, yet each was lovely and perfect. They stood up, and pirouetted slowly. They reached out and each led her chosen escort to a different corner of the room. Sako and his new friend were sharing their first kiss when the door burst open. 

 “Chendre!” The voice was male, and outraged. “Rape!” 

  Sako didn’t move. The penalty for rape in Jonos was worse than death. The brunette stepped back slightly but didn’t take her arms from Sako’s neck. 

 “Don’t be a jackass, Lozia!” she said. “It’s my Bride-to-Be, not a rape. You weren’t invited!” 

 “A commoner? With whip scars? Chendre! I’m your husband!” 

 “Not yet!” Chendre said sharply. “Tomorrow night you’ll be the only man I’ll ever have again. Tonight is mine, as you know.” She gave Lozia a hard look. Then she knelt, seized Sako by his buttocks and pressed her breasts into his thighs. Sako suddenly had trouble breathing. 

 Chendre stopped what she was doing and made shooing motions at her betrothed. “Leave, Loz.” 

 Watching her with the whip-scarred man was too much for Lozia. Instead of leaving, he drew a rapier. “I challenge you, scum!” 

 Sako gently but firmly disengaged from Chendre and turned to face the enraged man, and froze. His own sword was on the floor by the table. The women were outraged. 

 “You can’t challenge a man for what happens at a Bride-to-Be, Lozia!” the tall girl said from her corner. 

 “You’re not even supposed to know what happens here tonight,” the other girl said firmly. 

 Dason was out of Lozia’s line of sight. He began edging toward his clothes. 

 “Leave, Lozia,” Chendre repeated. “Or else you’ll walk down that aisle tomorrow to find no one waiting for you.” 

 Lozia lowered his rapier, but didn’t sheathe it. He fixed Sako with a look of pure hatred. “I’ll have my revenge on you! I’ll find out your name, and five thousand queens will ensure you are hunted wherever you hide. And when I have you, I’ll cut off your stap!” 

 Sako was amused. This man was no real threat to him. “Meanwhile,” he drawled, “I’ll put it back where it was.” Sako smirked at the nobleman. “It was quite happy there.” 

 Lozia howled in outrage and slashed viciously at the door. He took a step into the room and found himself face to face with Dason. 

 Dason had his pistol out. “I believe the ladies asked you to leave, sir.” There was no hint of amusement in his tone. 

 “What’s going on here?” a woman demanded authoritatively. Then Sako heard a gasp, followed by, “My door!” 

 A woman just a few years older than the others stormed in and grabbed Lozia’s arm. Her pretty face was twisted with anger. “Don’t think for a heartbeat you’re not going to pay for that!” 

 Lozia looked less sure of himself, but blustered anyway, “Do you know who I am, Stess Innkeeper?” 

 “I do.” The innkeeper was not impressed. “Your father will hear of this, I assure you.” 

 Two burly men in Grape Arbor vests stood in the door. They looked in at Chendre and the tall girl, and turned their attention to Lozia. 

  “Now put that down,” the innkeeper continued, pointing at the rapier. “That’s not an axe, nor is my door firewood! Are you through disturbing my guests, or shall my men escort you out?” 

 Lozia eyed the men speculatively as he put away his weapon. “Five thousand queens to the man or men who deliver that one to me, alive.” 

 They looked at Sako. It was a lot of money. 

 The innkeeper was having none of that. “If either of you offer harm to one of our guests—” 

 Dason cut her off. “This is an Alarfaji pistol.” He turned it sideways so everyone could see its unusual shape and design. “I can fire six shots before reloading.” He showed them his most charming smile. “Dead men can’t spend anything, you know. Dead men can’t pay rewards, either.” 

  The Grape Arbor men considered that for a few seconds, then took Lozia by his arms and guided him toward the stairs. There was a lot of town between the Grape Arbor and the docks… 

 “I’m very sorry for the disturbance, Stess,” the innkeeper said to Chendre. 

 “I won’t pay full price anymore, but we can talk of that in the morning. For now, I’d like to return to my party.” 

 The innkeeper sighed. It wasn’t her fault the boy had found the party, and she certainly wouldn’t marry a lout who would try to break up a Bride-to-Be. “As you wish, Stess.” She nodded and withdrew. 

 “Put your weapons away, boys,” the reddish haired girl said. 

 “I’m sure there’s something in this room more interesting than a northern gun,” said the tall one. 

 Sako relaxed and looked at Chendre. She was so beautiful. His excitement returned. 

 “That’s better,” she said with approval. “Now, what were we doing before all that?” 
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 The next morning they hired a closed coach for the trip to the docks. Word of Lozia’s reward had surely spread. The coach deposited them next to the Spicerunner without incident. Talik was waiting for them. 

 “My wife sent me,” Talik said as he passed a letter to Sako. “She knows a factor who can move large quantities of spice with no questions. He’s actually more of a broker than a factor. She says he’ll buy merchandise in his own right, and sell according to the market. His name is Count Baggich, formerly of Agresia. This tells you where to find him and him who sent you.” 

 After the evening he’d just had, Sako felt kindness for the world. Even for a worthless househusband/athlete like Talik. “Thank you very much, sir. Please tell the Stess how much we appreciate the extra help.” Who sent us to him? Oh, I see. She’ll get her piece of it from the commission, which this count must pay if he wants factors to deal with him. 

 Talik smiled sourly. “I will. If you’ll excuse me, I have a competition today; I should see to my horse.” 

 “Horse?” Dason said pleasantly. “You’re a horse racer?” 

 “No, I play polo.” 
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 Sulmir’s Palace,
 Saleet, Alarfaji Sulmirate 
 

 D’Shar Scipio waited impatiently in the Great Hall. The Sulmir was currently holding court, but had summoned the Minister of Foreign Trade for a private discussion after. The Great Hall was far busier than usual, so Scipio tried to relax. 

 It was Hulmeous the Great’s Birthday. On this day, the birthday of the first Sulmir, any citizen of the Empire or its colonies could ask for a single boon from the Sulmir. People traveled from all over the Sulmirate to be here, on this day. 

 Himself sat on his ornate golden throne, lined with thick purple cushions. He seemed to glow in the unadorned white robe that was open to the waist. His muscular chest gleamed in the sultry air. 

  Scipio thought His golden eyes, unique to His line, looked tired. A pair of Clavvish slaves stood to either side, fanning Him. The throne sat nine steep steps above the floor where the supplicants stood. 

 Long familiarity with the Great Hall and its wonders made Scipio blind to the blue-veined marble columns that stretched from the Great Door to the throne. He no longer saw the intricate floral carvings on the feet and caps of the right row, nor the animal motif that decorated the left. The fine plush carpet beneath his feet escaped his notice as well. He watched the current delegation with mild interest. 

 These people were the Parji, a tribal community that lived so far north they only saw the sun for half the year. They were stocky and short and looked rather strange, with straighter hair and a lighter brown skin than most citizens. Seven of them were kneeling with their heads bowed and the eighth stood below Himself, pleading his case. 

 They were content to allow the crab trappers, fishermen, whalers and seal hunters access to their frozen bays and islands. They brought things in trade that could otherwise not be obtained, and generally behaved themselves. But white bear hunters near the western mountains were getting sloppy. 

 Twice in the past year careless hunters had used firearms in avalanche-prone areas, and wiped out a family of Parji each time. Also, one had been too lazy to track and finish a wounded bear, which had killed and eaten two more families before local hunters could get it. 

  Finally, the Parji were tired of finding the bodies of hunters who were improperly clothed or hadn’t brought enough food. It was expensive to send these hunters home. Their chief asked that white bear hunting be outlawed, except for those hunters known to the Parji as experienced in the local conditions. 

 All others should be required to take terrain and weather wise Parji hunters as guides, and they should pay these guides in cash or kind. Poachers should be shot on sight as if they were rabid dogs. 

 “Like a dog, he might have been good and useful, but a poacher is a danger to himself and those who live in the north.” 

 The Sulmir closed his eyes, deciding. Scipio knew it wouldn’t take long. The Parji are so far out on the edge that they are essentially self-governing anyway, tributary taxes notwithstanding. They will do as they please with the hunters. Better to make it His law as well as theirs.


 The Sulmir opened his eyes and began to speak. Non-Parji hunters of the white bear would be licensed by a fee every year, each subject to approval by the Parji. They would receive three quarters of the fee. 

 The Parji accepted the proposal with gracious smiles. They presented the Sulmir with slippers made from seal-pup fur, the whitest and softest in the world. They withdrew and the next supplicants came forward. 

 Only the most important or wide ranging requests made it here, to the Sulmir’s attention. Lesser matters were forwarded to the appropriate Ministry, which granted all that were reasonable. 

 These supplicants were the rulers of two of the petty former kingdoms to the far west who had a border dispute. There had been raids and suchlike for over a century, and the current rulers wanted the border settled once and for all. Scipio’s eyes glazed over as each jockeyed for the Sulmir to rule in his favor. 

 In the end, the Sulmir took a mile wide swathe centering on the disputed border and declared it His property. Residents were to be moved to their kingdom of allegiance as soon as possible. He would send cavalry to patrol the buffer area with orders to kill anyone there for any reason. 

  If the kinglets could not settle their differences peacefully in one year, the buffer would become ten miles wide. If the Sulmir had to wait a second year… 

 Now the petty kings were angrier with the Sulmir than each other. They swallowed their protests and presented their gifts. They were the last. 

 The Sulmir noticed Scipio and motioned him forward. 

 Number One Son and Number One Daughter ordered the room cleared and soon only the Guards, Scipio, and the Family remained. The Majestic Children took seats on the steps below their Father. 

 The Sulmira appeared from nowhere, leading Number Four Son, who was mind-defective, by the hand. Scipio knew that Number Two Son was on a diplomatic mission to the Kingdom of the Moks, far in the south. Number Three Son was a general. He was in the field, suppressing a minor rebellion in the Ictian District. 

 Number Five Son was why Scipio had been summoned. 

 “Minister Scipio, it has been a year since the Pride of Saleet departed.” The Sulmir had a deep, resonant voice. “Yet we have heard nothing. What is being done to learn of its fate and that of Our Son?” 

 “My Sulmir, I fear the worst.” Scipio never glossed over an ugly painting. “I fear that Number Five Son underestimated the duplicity of these white barbarians, these Agresians. My Sulmir, I believe that the Agresians were not willing to pay for the arms Number Five was to sell them and took the weapons and the ship as well. There has been no word. Surely, My Sulmir, these barbarians would have sent terms if Number Five still lived.” 

 “Do you believe the barbarians could handle the Pride and the weapons without assistance and instruction from us?” 

 Scipio smiled disarmingly. “If there’s one thing barbarians understand, My Sulmir, it is weaponry. And while they may lag far behind us culturally and in knowledge, they are our masters when it comes to seafaring matters. It was they who found us, My Sulmir.” 

 Golden eyes grew thoughtful. “Yes, that is true. D’vin’s design is superior to any of their ships we’ve seen, but they may not have needed their best to travel this far north.” 

 “Indeed, My Sulmir. Ekrat sees more white men every year. I have heard of large warships with a deck below the top one that holds nothing but more guns. Great wealth is made from the goods these whites bring; it only stands to reason that they make great profits from the things they purchase in Ekrat. 

 “It is my belief, My Sulmir, that we must assess the threat of the southerners and their naval power as we discover the fate of Number Five.” Scipio took a breath. What he was about to suggest might not please the Sulmir. “The Sulmir has read the history of Buxa, the explorer Pen Vishen left us? A great empire was destroyed by barbarian uprisings.” 

 The Sulmir scowled in response, but it was a thoughtful expression rather than an angry one. “It would be fatally arrogant to believe that such could not happen to Alarfaj,” He agreed. 

 Scipio let out his breath, relieved that the Sulmir saw what he had. “Precisely, My Sulmir. This Astreg of Taya that the Agresians were fighting might be ambitious enough to try and send an invasionary fleet. They would be crushed after landing, to be sure, but at what cost, My Sulmir?” 

 “Taya is a later issue. First I want these Agresians chastised, unless they can prove they had nothing to do with Number Five’s disappearance. So shall it be done. How many ships will you send, Minister Scipio?” 

 “There is an expeditionary force of five ships making ready as we speak. None of them are as grand as the Pride, but Admiral Arficus feels they should be sufficient.” 

 “Advise Arficus that in addition to learning what happened to Number Five My Son, he is to assess the strength of the Tayans, the Agresians, and that other place ruled by a queen…” 

 “Jonos, My Sulmir.” 

 “Thank you. Jonos…these are the last heirs of Buxa, perhaps they are more civilized than the others? They could be useful as allies or tools to counter the strength of the others.” 

 “I shall make Arficus aware of the Sulmir’s desire.” 

 “Also, it is time we expanded and strengthened our colonies in Clavland to generate more wealth. A war with these Buxans, whether pre-emptive or of conquest, will strain Our treasury. Make it known to the poorest that there are opportunities for settlement in the colonies, and in service to Alarfaj. Order a fleet of one hundred ships built. Twenty are to be of the same scale as the Pride of Saleet.” 

 “I shall begin immediately, My Sulmir.” 

 “Thank you, Scipio.” The Sulmir showed a rare smile. “You are Our most valuable servant. Accomplish these things in two years and your reward shall be great.” 

 Scipio was proud to be acknowledged as useful to Alarfaj. “My Sulmir, it shall be as you say.” He bowed once to each member of the Family and departed. 
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 The Aritona

 

 The information Osi had given them had the Tern en route from Braden in a little over six weeks. That gave the Smilers time to go home for a few days. Those who’d been watching the Jono ladies were anxious to get home to sweethearts or the Row. Sako and Dason were anxious to gain new recruits. By now the story of Stafa and their last haul had reached everyone who called in Port Buxaca. 

 It was pure luck that they found an Agresian runner between the Ingos and Port Buxaca. At first they thought the sail was Kimbulan. The Kimbulans often used this route for trade with Jonos, but Agresians who called in Dalarville or Bilitown usually went back east before turning south for the continent. 

 As they closed, the Smilers were able to determine that the ship was a Vakgen built fluyt flying Agresian colors. 

 “Agresians sailing in a Vakgennir runner?” Tirpa said. “Not often you’re seeing that combination. They’re being Rumtowners, maybe.” 

 “Combination is about as common as finding Kimbulans who own an Alarfaji xebec,” Dason agreed. 

  Sako opened his new Viste and took a look. The fluyt was heavy and didn’t appear to have many men. There could be more below if she were from Rumtown…No. They’ve seen us and are altering course away. “The Aritona. Let’s take her. Run up the Bloody Smile and run out the guns. Collision course, Goggen.” 

 “Yeah yeah.” It was clear almost immediately that the Aritona could not run, and she stood to. 

 “Valling chickenstuts!” Stutmouth complained. “I wanted to valling kill someone!” 

 “Put your cutlass away and you can pick one to hit,” said Dason. “You can be one of the first over. I’ll bet you a flame you can’t make him bleed on the first punch.” 

 “Stut Dason, what kinda limp-stap you think I am? I’ll take your Ster-damned money—you watch!” Stutmouth put away his sword and cracked his knuckles. Goggen conned the xebec right up to the fluyt skillfully and the Smilers tied on. 

 “Me and Stutmouth are going over first,” said Sako. “I’ll introduce myself, then we’ll see if Dason will lose a flame. Whether Stutmouth wins or loses, that’s the signal for the boarding party. I want Brog, Olik, Big Lunch, Ieskott, and the rest of you giants to the fore. Let’s see if we can get a few to stut themselves.” 

  With that, Sako jumped lightly over the rail. The Aritona’s deck was a few feet lower than the Spicerunner’s. A light thump to his left told him that Stutmouth was with him. 

 “I’m Sako Pizi,” he said conversationally. “Your cargo and coin now belong to me.” 

 Stutmouth stepped forward and swung at the tallest man in the front rank. There was a ‘pop’ and the man’s nose seemed to explode with blood. The hapless sailor was driven to his knees, and his shipmates stared in horror. The boarding party let out a yell and climbed or jumped down, brandishing weapons. 

  “Disarm, and no one else will be hurt,” Sako said in that same mild tone. 

 The Agresians complied in a hurry. 

 Sako nodded in satisfaction. “Captain, I’ll see your manifest and log in your cabin, if you please. Tesser, Sharkbite, you’re with me.” The four headed aft. 

 “Kostek, pick five men and search the forecastle,” Dason said. “Clenchjaw, take five more down the main hold. Jat and Sev, check out that deck load.” He turned back to the Spicerunner and saw that most of those who’d been left behind were watching. “Who’s that at the masthead?” 

 “I, Qi Red Desert.” 

 “Keep a sharp lookout! We don’t want any interruptions.” 

 “As you say, friend Dason.” 

 The Agresians were coming from Mok with a solid cargo of trade goods, including porcelain dinnerware, mother of pearl, and bales of silk. The deck load was teak lumber. In addition, they had twenty-two thousand five hundred flames—the profits from the first leg of their voyage. Sako kindly left them enough provisions to get home, and set them free. 

 The Smilers went home and divided up the haul. It had been an excellent cruise, with no casualties. The men scattered to spend their loot and brag. This time Sako had enough money to live as large as everyone else. 

 Danno and Safa were extremely pleased with their new Freshbox, and meals at the Arms were the talk of the town. The increase in custom made them forget how Sako had paid for it. 

 Stess Roundyellow was also pleased to see them. She had turned the kitchen of the Smiler House into a near bakery, and was making money hand over fist. She had never realized how good her baking was until she’d been hired by them. The Crew, of course, would still get their baked goods at no cost. 

 “We should,” complained Ellor. “It’s our money that pays for everything she bakes anyway.” 

 Dason and Thard visited Afnir to find a changed man. Betta was pregnant, and the parents to be were very happy. Thard examined Betta, asked some questions, and determined that all was well with mother and child. She had six months to go. 

 Dason had brought a heavy bag of coin—Afnir’s share of the haul. That prompted questions on how it went, and Afnir was surprised to hear that no one had been lost. 

 “He even asked after you,” Dason told Sako later. “Betta’s been showing him how to make bowls and such on her potter’s wheel. She said that’s done more by feel than sight anyway. They’re going to use Afnir’s cut to open their own shop.” 

 “He’s getting pretty good at the wheel,” said Thard. “That sense of accomplishment is good for his spirits. He was feeling useless and helpless before he got married, and that’s not good. Now he’s to be a father, and he can make a living without us.” 

 Sako felt a little better about Afnir. “I wish he were still with us, but it is what it is.” 

 “He seems happy, Sako. At least as happy as he can be, given the loss.” 

 It had rained at dawn, and now it was that magical hour between the end of the rain and the return of the biting insects. Sako sat alone on the second floor balcony of the Arms, on the Rum Street side above the main entrance, drinking coffee. It was a few hours before noon, which made the town rather quiet. He finished his coffee and went to his ship. 

 There were only a few hands aboard, and none were awake. Sako noted muddy footprints, empty bottles, and stray articles of clothing strewn about the deck and sleeping areas. It wasn’t important. Everything would be clean and shipshape before they put out again to meet the Tern. 

 Sako went to the Dock Street Tavern next. He saw a few of his men there, but left them alone. Sturo was in a corner, already drinking like he meant it. Sako left him alone as well and ordered lunch. 

 Several Smilers were at the tables and dice pits in the Treasure Chest, there were more on Cathouse Row. Sako wandered uphill and found Ieskott, Kered Blue and Roffo at the Tradewinds. He passed an hour or two drinking with these men. 

 At the Sail on the Horizon, he found a mixed group of Gull Stut Island survivors, former Tama slaves and new men playing darts and eating fried plantains. 

 Near sunset, Sako passed by the Smiler House. Thard and Ellor were playing chess in the fading sunlight on the porch. They said there were probably a dozen inside enjoying an early dinner with Gomeneg. Rafeen Demana stopped him in the street to show off new boots he’d purchased from Perndil. 

 Sako met Dason, Brog, Clenchjaw and Sharkbite at the Arms for dinner. The young captain was pleased to see that his Crew had blended so seamlessly. He’d been listening to conversations all over town—the Smilers were doing well, spending and bragging accordingly. Sako’s reputation was made. His dinner companions had heard much of the same. Six men from other Crews had approached Dason about a berth. 

 “We need to leave tomorrow if we’re to intercept the Tern,” Sako said. “Do youse think we should use this Count Baggich in Rumtown?” 

 “I talked to Ellor about it this afternoon,” said Dason. “The last four hauls other than ours contained a lot of spice, so the market here is saturated.” He paused to light a cigar. “Rumtown, on the other hand, rarely gets saturated in anything.” 

 “Except stench,” said Clenchjaw. 

 “If this Baggich character has the gold we’ll do better there than here, is what you’re saying,” said Sharkbite. “Why not do really well and sell it in Encaster or Mitter?” 

 “We’re starting to get known,” said Sako. “We’d have to sail past either the Empire or the Republic, and there’s too much risk.” 

 “Yeah, there aren’t very many xebecs in the Buxacan Sea,” Dason said. “Baggich will be less risky.” 

 “Stinks, but safe. Quick.” 

 “Alright then, it’s settled. We’ll take this haul to Rumtown, then come home to spend it.” Sako frowned. “The only thing I can’t put my finger on is, where have we heard that name before?” 
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 Aboard the Flatfish

 

 “He’s still there,” the First Mate said, when Captain Blue came up on deck. “It’s strange; if he were chasing us, he should have closed by now.” 

 “I agree,” said Blue. “I think he’s just following us, for now.” 

 “That means no delivery and no fresh provisions in Port Buxaca.” 

 “No. They wouldn’t be pleased if we led a Tayan man of war straight to them. Start rationing as of the next meal. We’ll have enough to make Bilitown if we tighten our belts a little.” 

 “Yeah yeah, sir.” 

 Flatfish  altered course slightly to the east, subtly guiding their Tayan shadow away from the secret port. Blue’s cargo was completely legitimate, but some of it was meant for Port Buxaca, regardless of what was stated in the manifest. There was no evidence this trip that Blue was a smuggler, but he was getting nervous. The only reason the Tayan would be following was suspicion of piracy or smuggling. 

 Flatfish  passed to the west of a small island and turned northeast. They were nine days out of Bilitown, and it was a straight run from here. The Tayan had closed enough that Blue could see she was a frigate, easily capable of catching him if they wanted to. The next morning the Tayan finally made a move into signal range. 

 Blue was roused at dawn and came out into a chilly drizzle to read, ‘INF Dolphin. I-Y. where from where bound what cargo?’


 Ster Sine had his own glass and read the signal at the same time. “Dolphin—weren’t they the ones trying to press Nive and his friends?” 

 “Yes,” Blue replied. “They bear us no love, I’m afraid. I knew it was time to buy a new ship! Send a reply, please.” 

 ‘  Flatfish of Dalarville. 10 weeks out Maraugh bound Bilitown. Textiles wine carpet cold-weather fruit.’


 ‘Stand to. Prepare for boarding and inspection.’ 

 “Who in Ster’s name does he think he is?” Blue asked hotly. 

 ‘No jurisdiction not in Tayan waters.’ 


 The Dolphin ran out her guns and put on sail. 

 ‘Jurisdiction everywhere. Stand to or be fired on.’ 

 Blue sighed heavily. “Point her head up and take in all sail. We can’t outrun him, and if there’s so much as a single hole in his sails, he’ll claim we attacked him and we’ll all be hanged for pirates.” 

 “I wasn’t going to suggest fighting them,” said Sine. “The cargo is legal and we’re just law abiding merchants who are outraged at being held up by an illegal boarding and inspection.” 

 “Damn right I’m outraged.” 

 They watched as the war ship came to with a broadside aimed at them, and lowered a boat. Outrage became unease when Blue recognized the lieutenant in charge of the boarding party. 

 Sine stirred and lifted his glass again. “Isn’t that—” 

 “It is. Stess help us; he’ll seize the ship on any pretext. Toss over a ladder.” 

 The older officer came up, followed by four Imperial sailors. He hadn’t asked permission to board, but Blue hadn’t expected him to. Arrogant little valler.


 “I suppose congratulations are in order for the promotion,” Blue greeted his unwanted guest. 

 “A little more polite this time, aren’t we, Captain Blue?” 

 “I was polite last time we met, when you were illegally trying to press one of my seamen. Now you’ve illegally detained and boarded my ship on the high seas, which qualifies as piracy under international maritime law.” 

 The lieutenant’s smile had faded and he clapped his hand to his sword. Slowly he relaxed. It wouldn’t do to allow the Kimbulan to goad him into a foolish act in front of his men. Again. 

 “Well I’m not here to press one of your men, sir. I’m here to arrest all of your men and you, and seize the Flatfish.” 

 “On what grounds? I have legitimate cargo with registered buyers in Bilitown! Some of the cargo was bought on spec, but I have papers for every item aboard!” 

 “Oh? I say they’re forgeries, those papers. You sir, are a smuggler and you’ll hang as such after trial in Gateway.” 

 Blue snorted. “There’s to be a trial? What’s the point? If my ship can be seized for the ‘crime’ of purchasing goods nowhere near the Empire and delivering said goods to another point that is also nowhere near the Empire, then you are setting a dangerous precedent. I can think of one other ship that takes cargo on the high seas and hangs the crew.” 

 The lieutenant didn’t even notice the comparison to the Hangmen. He’d been confused by something else Blue had said. “What precedent?” 

 “Take me to your captain, Lieutenant. I want him to explain how this can be anything other than an act of piracy.” 

 Half an hour later, Blue stood in front of Captain Barsi’s desk on the Dolphin. 

 “Your cargo may be legitimate this time, sir,” Barsi said, “but it is believed that you do much of your trade with stolen goods; goods obtained through piracy. My seizure of your ship is therefore law enforcement.” 

 “Believed.” Blue shook his head in amazement. “I could accept a board and search eleven miles north of Gateway, but even in Imperial waters, there must be evidence of wrongdoing. We are far from the Empire and there’s no evidence! My cargo is fully documented and can be traced to sellers in Maraugh. Encaster, not the Empire. And there are registered buyers for much of it in Bilitown! Kimbula, not the Empire. I de—” 

 “Buyers for much of it you say. What about the rest?” 

 “The rest doesn’t matter, as long as I purchased it legally, which I have! I bought it on spec. I know what sells in Kimbula; I’ve been trading there for two decades! I demand the immediate release of my ship!” 

 “You are not in a position to demand anything, Captain Blue. This is war, and I have both the right and the duty to detain you on suspicion alone until your claims are proven.” 

 “War?” Blue was flabbergasted. “What war? Your war with Agresia ended months ago! Even if it were ongoing, I have no goods from there, nor have I stopped in any Agresian ports on this voyage; as my log clearly indicates! And then, I’m Kimbulan, recognized by all as a neutral!” 

 Barsi was not impressed. “It is a war on piracy, sir, which includes those who buy the stolen merchandise and smuggle it.” Barsi leaned forward and steepled his fingers. “There is one way you can help yourself. If you were to tell me where Rumtown is, I could see my way to granting you a pardon.” 

 “How could I possibly know that?” Blue saw the trap but couldn’t avoid it. “I’d have to have been there.” 

 “Precisely. I think you have.” 

 “That you think it doesn’t make it so. What would you have me do, Captain Barsi? I’m falsely accused, but I can be pardoned if I give you information I don’t have?” 

 “I think you do have it.” 

 “Again, that you think it doesn’t make it so.” Blue changed tack. “I could lie, I suppose. I could point to your chart and say, ‘here, on this island’. Then you go there and find a sandbar with one tree or a camp of savages. Then you’d accuse me of misleading you, when I’d only told you what you wanted to hear, because you refuse to believe the truth!” 

 “So it’s on an island is it? I thought you knew nothing of it.” 

 “STER AND STESS! Of course it’s on an island; where else?” Blue reigned in his temper and continued with the exaggerated patience he usually reserved for disciplining his young daughters. “Obviously you thought so, else you wouldn’t be cruising this area, would you? It’s not on the continent. It’s not in Jonos. It’s not in Kimbula. That leaves the Chains, which the Jonos have thoroughly mapped and patrol regularly, or one of these islands.” 

 “So you are claiming not to know where Rumtown is?” 

 “I’m not claiming anything. I’m stating. If I were smuggling I wouldn’t need so many guns on my Flatfish, would I? Do you know how much more cargo I could run with even four less cannon?” 

 “I have no more time for this, Captain Blue.” Barsi glanced at his guards. “Take him below and fit him with chains.” They stepped forward as one and took hold of Blue. “If you decide sometime between here and Gateway that you suddenly remember where Rumtown is, your captivity will end. Otherwise you will face trial in Gateway.” 

 “Will I be provided with legal counsel at this ‘trial’?” 

 “If you can afford it.” 
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 Aboard the Spicerunner

 

 Sako put them on station two days early, and a sail was spotted almost immediately. Unfortunately it was closing from the wrong direction. Sako and Dason stood together on the helmdeck, spying the stranger with their glasses. She was three-masted and square-rigged. 

 Sako thought she rode a little too heavy. “What do you make of her?” 

 “A little small for a ship of the line, not a frigate,” said Dason, “And too well-armed for a merchant runner. But she’s got Tayan colors flying—I’m thinking a privateer.” 

 “Maybe a pirate under false colors,” Ieskott said from the wheel. 

 “That won’t be a problem once he’s close enough to signal,” said Dason. 

 “I don’t think it’ll be a problem regardless,” said Sako. “We’ve got him outgunned and I think we can outsail him as well. Even if he’s got more men, we can solve that with either of the first two. Rig a drogue, break out the rest of the sail, and put almost everyone below. We’ll see how this plays out.” 

 The ships were soon in signal range. The stranger sent the first signal. 

 ‘I-Y. Stand to and prepare for boarding and inspection.’ 

 “Doesn’t waste time, does he?” said Dason. “Still flying Tayan colors.” 

 “Definitely a privateer. He won’t have any loot worth taking. Run up Kimbulan colors, let’s see if he’ll attack.” 

 ‘  Spicerunner of Bilitown. Perishable fruit cargo, no delays. I-Y.’


 ‘  Ghost of Taya, privateer. Repeat.’


 “Cut the drogue.” Sako checked the wind, sails, sky and sea. “Think the wind’s freshening?” 

 Dason nodded. “What are you thinking?” 

 Sako smiled. “I think we can sail a full circle around the Ghost. See how heavy she is? She’s full of water.” 

 Ieskott was shocked. “You want to round him?” 

 Sako and Dason smiled in response. “Staying out of gun range, of course,” said Sako. 

 “Oh, of course,” said Dason. “I imagine the Crew would like to watch this. Would you like the Bloody Smile flying as well, Captain Sarcastic?” 

 “No, the Kimbulan flag will be sufficient.” 

 The Spicerunner seemed to leap forward as the drogue was cut. Dason called the men up and told them what was going on. Those not on duty lined the rail to watch. 

 Ghost  ’s guns were out and she was turning for a broadside. Spicerunner outpaced her and crossed the privateer’s bow just in gun range. Dason ran up a signal without bothering to ask. 

 ‘Boom.’ 


 Sako turned and sped past Ghost on the opposite heading, as the privateers tried to keep up with the turn. The Tayan knew he was just out of range and held his fire. Sako made a short tack away from Ghost, and initiated the long tack that would take him across the ship’s stern, within hailing distance. 

 Pyer had caught on, and realized that he was about to take a raking barrage from point blank range on his stern, and desperately tried to reverse his turn. If he could manage it, they would trade broadsides at that range instead. 

 The privateer was too slow. Both stern chasers flashed, but they missed. The thunder came just a few seconds later. 

 “When our main crosses his stern, everyone shout, ‘boom’!” Dason ordered. 

 “BOOM!” The effect was not ruined at all when the Smilers burst into laughter. Olik waved a pineapple at Ghost. “WOULD YOUSE LIKE SOME FRUIT?” 

 The privateers answered with curses and obscene gestures. Sako maintained his course until he judged they were out of gun range, then turned and paralleled Ghost’s course. They were past in less than a minute. What’s the closest major port? I know—The Ingos are less than two weeks away to the west. Sako couldn’t resist a final taunt. “Send them a signal.” 

 ‘Bound east for Ingos. Arrive before you sailing west.’ 



[image: cutlass image scene break]



 Pyer watched as the xebec faded from sight. There was dead silence from his crew. He had me dead to rights, and didn’t even run out his guns. Stut, they didn’t even man their guns. I might as well have had both anchors out.

 Only six hours ago the Ghost had scraped an uncharted reef. Well, now it’s charted. There was almost five feet of water in the hold. “Find us an island with a good beach and no savages. Let’s make repairs before we’re swimming to Tevon.” 

 “Chart shows one thirty miles south, Captain Stom.” 

 “Let’s go then.” 
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 The Smilers returned to their station the next day. They spotted another sail, this one coming from the north. They closed enough to determine that it was the Tern and ran up the Bloody Smile. The response was a barrage of round shot. The Tern was not going to cooperate. 

 Sako returned fire and slipped aft of Tern. He did not want to get in an extended gun battle with the Tayans. Clenchjaw took over one of the bow chasers personally, and took out their target’s entire helm. The Smilers fouled the runner and boarded. 

 There were forty men aboard, and they fought until half their number had been dropped. Sako lost three, and six of his men were injured, but the haul was every bit as rich as Osi had promised. They were looting happily when they heard the one call they never wanted to while fouled with a prize. 

 “Deck! Sail, starboard beam and closing!” 

 “Back to the Spicerunner!” Dason shouted. “We’ve got company.” 

 “Tirpa, get us unfouled, please.” That was Sako, in an unruffled tone. 

 “You’re hearing him, boys! Ieskott, getting some line to replace what we’re needing to cut away! Aler! Not cutting there! Cutting here! Minimal damage…” Tirpa had it under control and Sako climbed up to his helmdeck. 

 “Deck! It’s a frigate under full sail! Tayan colors!” 

 “Thank you, Afcay,” Sako said. “I suspect this one will be faster than Ghost.” 

 “An island is faster than Ghost,” Dason said. “Until he fixes his hull, anyway.” 

 Sev was on the wheel. “So we’re not going to round him?” 

 “Very funny,” said Sako. “Let’s take him seriously, especially as he has the wind.” The Spicerunner was free and wind filled her sails. 

 Sako tried running for a bit, but it quickly became apparent that that was not the solution. He turned south and put the wind on his beam. The best plan he could come up with under the circumstances was to let the frigate come in close and try to dart past upwind. The problem being, “How many broadsides will we take as we’re trying it?” 

 “Yeah,” said Dason. “We can pull away into the wind, but not quickly. Every short tack will put us in gun range, and the long tacks won’t take us very far out of it.” 

 “Chain,” Clenchjaw said. 

 “I’ll bet he’s already loaded with chain,” said Sako. “If we lose even a little bit of sail, our turning advantage goes away. Without that, he’ll close and board in short order.” 

 “So it’s inevitable?” Jat didn’t look worried. “That he will board us?” 

 “Unless we can disable or sink him, yes.” 

 “No reefs around,” Dason said. “There’s probably not any reliable monsters down there either. Weather looks steady, so it’s going to be a fight—probably over two hundred men over there, all hungry for a reward.” 

 “How about a mixed load then?” said Jat. “Every other gun with chain and the rest with grape.” 

 “That’s good, Jat,” said Dason. “Some of his sail gone and he loses his speed advantage. Level odds again, and maybe cut his numbers some, as well.” 

 Sev didn’t like it. “A broadside is most effective when it’s all the same ammunition. Load one side with shot, the other with grape. First salvo from the shot side—he’s got more guns so we try and knock some down. Definitely get some gunners. Second salvo from the grape side—take out some deck crew. Maybe elevate a gun or two and knock down some guys aloft with that one.” 

 Everyone approved of that plan. 

 “Sev, I’m gonna start including you in all my planning sessions.” 

 The frigate closed into signal range. Her guns were out. 

 ‘INF  Speed. No ¼’


 Sako put up the Bloody Smile and acknowledged. “Try and keep our beam at his bow, Sev. I want the first shot.” 

 “Yeah yeah.” 

 Clenchjaw took command of the port battery and loaded with shot, as the Speed was on that side. Jat loaded the starboard with grape and waited. Clenchjaw didn’t have as much time. 

 “She sure lives up to her name,” Dason said. The frigate swept up and began a turn toward the opposite heading from Sako’s. 

 Sako was relieved. His stern would be in danger briefly, but he was sure the Imperial had no idea how quickly Spicerunner could turn. Had the Speed turned to parallel him, he would have faced a full broadside while making his turn—probably two broadsides. The other captain wanted to hamstring him and board. 

 Clenchjaw fired. Only the center guns hit, but it was a raking barrage. Casualties would be high on the Imperial gun deck. 

 Sako responded as soon as Clenchjaw had fired. “Hard to port!” 

 Sev spun the wheel and the booms swung. If they were fast enough, Sako would get a shot with his other side before Speed could complete her own turn. The frigate’s bow chasers flashed. Sako saw a few of his men fall, but kept his attention on his adversary. 

 Jat’s timing was as good a Clenchjaw’s had been. Speed was now close enough that the Smilers could hear the screams of the dying and wounded. Sako spun back starboard and tried to stay ahead of the frigate. 

 The Tayans weren’t ready to quit, and closed to within musket range. Marines began to fire and Sako was forced to duck. 

 The Smilers returned fire with their own muskets, but were unable to prevent the Imperials from grappling the stern. Three dozen sailors and marines came over, but were beaten back handily by the superior firepower of the Alarfaji pistols. 

 Smilers cut the lines and the Spicerunner pulled away briefly. Speed closed and grappled a second time—this time the boarding party was fifty men. 

 Again the Smilers were saved by the multiple firing pistols. Deadly arrow fire and the sheer ferocity of Sako, Ieskott and Olik, finished driving the Navy hands back. Dason saw something and acted immediately. “Sev, hard to starboard!” 

 The Spicerunner reacted violently, and actually shoved Speed’s bowsprit a few degrees over. “Now hard to port! Swing those booms, Dammit!” Men grabbed lines to obey, and suddenly they were in firing position just yards off the frigate’s bow. 

 Clenchjaw wasted no time. He had reloaded with grape and fired each gun as it bore. The results were satisfyingly devastating. Spicerunner began to pull away, and it looked like Speed was disinclined to continue. 

 “Should we pound them again?” Dason asked. 

 Sako shook his head. “We wanted them to stop the chase and they have. That’s all we needed.” 

 “Deck! Signal from Speed.” Sako looked up. 

 ‘We will meet again, Pizi.’ 

 “They know your name,” Dason said with wonder. 

 Sako just shrugged and sent his own signal. 

 ‘Acknowledged’ 




  

 48
 Aboard the Sword’s Edge,
 Jono City 
 

 Vit Valmed kissed his wife and left their house for the twenty-minute walk to the harbor. She had been pleased to see him, which wasn’t always the case. Valmed was a Talioch, and Jono women didn’t marry foreigners very often. There were too many differences in cultural expectations. 

 Now that they had a child, she felt that he should be home more often. Other than breastfeeding for the first year, it was usually a man’s job in Jonos to care for the little ones. Most sailors left the sea when the first child was born and didn’t return until the youngest was eight. 

 Valmed loved his wife, but he was no woman’s househusband. He was a captain in the Royal Navy, which demanded that his duties at home were minimal, but that didn’t keep the peace in her house. He would never have been commissioned if not for his wife’s influence. 

 Ersa may have gotten him the commission, but Vit’s own competence and good luck had gotten him promoted to his current standing. He’d distinguished himself in the last war, when the Tayan Empire was forced out of the Chains. When the Royal Navy finished building its newest frigate, he was hand-picked by the Queen herself to command it. Since then he’d made his name as a pirate hunter. 

 A month ago Captain Valmed had brought the pirate captain Din Orangerock to justice and removed the black wolf’s head flag from the seas forever. That made ten pirates, major and minor, that Valmed was personally responsible for destroying. 

 In addition to the glory and the obvious benefit to the commercial interests of the Kingdom, there were also substantial financial rewards, some of which even filtered down to his crew. Sailors throughout the Royal Navy clamored to serve aboard the Sword’s Edge, but those who did were usually pretty unhappy about it. 

 Of the three great powers in the Buxacan Sea, The Jonos had the most proficient and professional Navy, and the only one that never needed to resort to press gangs. There was little emphasis on large ships of the line. Instead, the Royal Navy floated more frigates than Taya and Agresia combined. Four of them were currently in Jono City, but the Sword’s Edge was going back out to sea. 

 Valmed usually had more autonomy than other captains in the Royal Navy, and cruised where he would, in search of pirate targets of opportunity. This time he had orders from the Lord High Admiral himself. 

 Valmed boarded the Edge without fanfare and called impatiently for his senior officers. He was not a handsome man. He wore a permanent scowl and had a thick moustache. He was missing too many teeth to make his smile pleasant. It didn’t matter as he didn’t smile very often. In addition, there were three parallel scars that ran from his nose to his right ear, which he’d received from a mountain cat in his youth. 

 Very few people survived such attacks, and as a result Valmed thought he was invulnerable. Three duels to the death and countless sea battles had not disproved his theory yet. When his officers were assembled, Valmed laid out three folders on his desk and started to speak without preamble. 

 “We have two years to rid the seas of these three pirates. Two have done the most damage to Jono shipping in the past five years, and the third has damaged our honor.” He opened the first file and turned it so his officers could see. 

 At the top of the page was a drawing of a black flag with a noose. “The Hangmen.” Valmed had already memorized the contents of the files. “Their ship is the Thirteen Twists—a three masted runner of four hundred tons with thirty guns. The captain is Tergil Bostol, a Tayan of about fifty years. Bostol has ninety-three men. He’s taken eighty-six ships, twenty-four of them ours. He’s also the longest-lived pirate. He started back when Anford was terrorizing the seas and has been doing it for nineteen years.” 

 “Haven’t we seen him before, Vit?” said Biness Valya, the First Lieutenant. Like Valmed, he was a foreigner, and the only man aboard who was comfortable serving under Valmed. 

 The captain’s answer removed the Vakgennir’s smile instantly. “He’s the one four months ago that we chased until sunset. He slipped to our aft in the dark and blasted our stern with chain.” 

 Valya winced. “Oh. I was thinking of two years ago, by Nesang.” 

 “That was him, too. Even without a mandate from the Lord High Admiral, Bostol has offended me more than once.” Valmed opened the second file. 

 This one had a drawing of another black flag, with an axe crossed by a sword. “The Facepainters. They paint their faces like the Moks do for battle. Their ship is the Pelican—three-masted, three hundred forty tons and twenty-six guns. Dol Donles, an Agresian of indeterminate age. He has a hundred twelve men. Donles has looted forty-two ships, fourteen from Jonos. He’s been operating for nine years.” Valmed paused to light his pipe. “These two are just pirates, regardless of how long they’ve sailed. This last one has been deemed an Enemy of the Kingdom.” Valmed opened the last file and put it on top of the other two. 

 At the top of the page was a black flag, more complex than the other two. Evil eyes were outlined. They featured red irises, and a bloody cutlass passed below the eyes. It was almost a face. 

  “They call this flag the ‘Bloody Smile’, and call themselves the Smilers. This is a new one, only active for three years, and they’ve only taken a dozen ships so far. Lozia Iambola, son of the Duke of the Ingos, has offered a reward of five thousand queens for a live capture of the captain. More importantly, these are the ones who ransomed Lord Falero, the Queen’s nephew, for seventy-five hundred queens. They also looted Stafa for approximately forty-five thousand flames—that’s over thirteen thousand kings!—and he did it with only three dozen men at the time. 

 “We’ve seen them three times, each time on a different ship. They will not humiliate me again. Captain’s name is Sako Pizi, a Kimbulan of Dalarian descent. He’s only twenty-two years old. This boy aims high—each ship is bigger and more powerful than the last. 

 “His current ship is the Spicerunner, an Alarfaji xebec. It’s three-masted and rigged like a fore-and-aft. Three hundred fifty tons, but most of that is length, and thirty-four guns. He killed a son of the Sulmir of Alarfaj to get that ship. When last seen in Ingo West he commanded sixty men or so, but there are eighty-six now.” 

 Valmed closed the file and leaned forward. “This one is really dangerous. He’ll be the next Anford if I don’t stop him now. 

 “Questions? Good. Make ready to cast off, we’re going hunting.” 




  

 Epilogue 
 

 Six bedraggled and emaciated men were brought in to Gateway aboard the Melia on her return voyage from Colada. They had been marooned on a tiny island in the Chains for two years and ten months. They told of a vicious pirate that had taken their ship, the Horizon, and left them to die. The pirate’s name was Sako Pizi. 

 Captain Winois received a dispatch containing the latest list of the most wanted pirates and the reward for capturing them. Deadeye and StrongArm were still there, as was Spiderhead. But at the top of the list was a new pirate. This one had looted Stafa in a sneak attack from the landward side. The Northern Trading Company was offering its own reward in addition to the one offered by the Naval Affairs Committee. His name was Sako Pizi. 

 Pyer Stom was the first of Sweetwood’s squadron to reach Tevon. He had found Rumtown, but would wait for one of the Navy captains to return before he reported to Admiral Harring. He read in the local papers of a vicious new menace to shipping. This pirate attacked anything, even slaverunners, and had ransomed the children of Lord Arvin. Some Kimbulan called Sako Pizi. 

 Stories circulated throughout the Chains about a strange ship sailed by ferocious cutthroats who were armed with magic pistols that never needed to be reloaded. If they caught you, they’d kill you or feed you to the fish. They had Clavvish savages with them who would do unspeakable things. The captain’s name was whispered fearfully. He had ears everywhere, it was said. Sako Pizi was the worst one ever, even worse than Baz Anford. 




  

Taken from Port Buxaca,
 sequel to Buxan Spicerunner



Chapter 1

Rumtown
 

 The most wanted ship on the Buxacan Sea cruised into Rumtown’s harbor at sunset. There were only two brigs in port, both with their flags displayed. One was a winged skull on black, the other was a black cat on red. 

 Sako ordered the Spicerunner  to be tied at the longest open dock. 

 A shabby old sailor accosted the men securing the lines. “Here now! This is Spiderhead’s dock. You can’t tie up here!” 

 “Don’t tell me,” said Naffen. “I’m not the captain.” 

 Sako leaned over the rail and tossed something at the old man. There was the briefest glint of gold before a gnarled hand snatched it from the air. 

 “Spiderhead is not using the dock right now,” Sako said reasonably. “I’ll be gone before he comes in.” 

 The old man goggled at the coin and closed his fist tightly on it. It was an Alarfaji tenka, worth twenty Tayan crowns. “Who are you?” he asked with wonder. 

 “I’m Sako Pizi.” 

 Most of the onlookers stepped back. Some thought it was a bad idea to annoy a member of Anford’s Brotherhoods, but others were resentful. Rumtowners weren’t good enough to go to Port Buxaca; what made this guy think he was welcome here? 

 Those who were angry swallowed it. There were too many men on that ship, and enough guns to wipe out the town. Whatever he wanted to do was going to happen anyway. The people melted away. 

 Sturo and Dason volunteered to find Count Baggich and went ashore in opposite directions. Dason began his search in the taverns. He had a nagging half-memory of a rumor that said the Count enjoyed eating, but the whole town smelled like an open cess-pit, and the stench seemed to cling to the kitchens as well. 

 Sturo already knew where to look. By the time Dason found the strong stone house with liveried guards, Sturo was coming back out. 

 “How’d you know where to look?” 

 Sturo shrugged. “He’s a noble, or he was anyway. I just walked until I saw the guards.” 

 “Hmm. What’d he say?” 

 “Says he only deals with Spiderhead. So I told him there was a lot of spice involved, and he agreed to meet Sako tomorrow if he comes alone.” 

 It was dinnertime on the Spicerunner when they returned. Gomeneg brought them plates as they informed Sako about Count Baggich’s terms. Dason accepted his with a grateful nod, but Sturo waved the chef away, grabbed the nearest bottle, and drained most of it in one swallow. 

 “Who are you meeting?” Gomeneg asked. 

 “Osi referred us to a factor here, an Agresian called Count Baggich.” 

 Gomeneg went white. “He is not to be trusted, sir.” 

 Sako was surprised. “What makes you say that, Gom?” 

 Gomeneg noticed Sturo’s scowl, then answered, “My first job after I finished my schooling was in the Count’s kitchen—I know him for a scoundrel! On two occasions I saw him add something to a guest’s dish after I’d prepared it, and both times the guest became very ill. They were poisoned, I’m sure.” 

 “All right, I won’t eat or drink anything at the meeting.” 

 Dason had become interested in Sturo’s concerned expression, but the carpenter ignored him and finished off the rum. “We’ll discuss precautions after dinner, right Sako?” 

 Sako recognized Dason’s tone, but not the reason for it. “After dinner,” he said. “This roast is excellent by the way, Gom.” 

 “Kind of you to say so, sir, but I cannot take credit for it. My student has surpassed himself tonight.” 

 “Big Lunch? Outstanding!” Dason turned to the fat man who stood nearby. “Don’t think for a moment you’re getting a bonus for it, though.” 

 “Ha. See if I ever cook anything for you again!” 

 “Good. Cause this is the worst slop I’ve had since we kicked Balgo out of the galley.” 

 “Hey!” said Balgo. 

 “Then you must be done,” said Big Lunch. “I’ll take your plate.” He swept the plate away before Dason could react. 

 “This is really good, Big Lunch. Is there any left?” 

 “As a matter of fact there is, Captain.” Big Lunch dropped Dason’s plate in front of Sako. Sako got a forkful before Dason snatched it away. The assistant cook reached for his plate again and Dason poked him with his fork. 

 “Hey everyone. Big Lunch cooked dinner tonight! What do youse think?” 

 “It’s disgusting!” the Crew shouted. “Can we have more?” 



[image: cutlass image scene break]



 Just before noon, Sako strode down the gangplank to visit Count Baggich. He wasn’t sure if he was prudent or paranoid, but he’d armed as if to take on an entire ship’s crew by himself. He carried his usual armament: longsword, boarding axe, Alarfaji pistol, dagger, and steel-backed bracers, but Dason thought that wasn’t enough. The first mate had supplied him with a fitted leather breastplate to wear under his shirt. Where Dason got such a thing or why he’d kept it was beyond Sako. 

 Armor wasn’t the only thing he felt he had too much of. He also carried a half dozen throwing knives and had an extra pair of Alarfaji pistols jammed behind his belt with only the butts showing. 

 Sako had understood that this Baggich was not trustworthy, but couldn’t see why Dason was going to such extremes. There were small groups of Smilers scattered all along his route, and Brog had settled in at an open air dive with a dozen other hands not twenty feet in front of Baggich’s door. 

 A pair of sentries with pikes guarded the open door. “Are you Captain Pizi?” 

 “Yes.” Sako stepped between them and entered a courtyard. There was another stout door guarded by a sergeant with a rapier. The sergeant opened the door without a word. 

 The foyer was devoid of furniture, and was two stories high. There was a balcony over the only other door, which stood open. Inside, there were four guards with shortswords against the far wall, a table, and three chairs. Sako stopped on his side of the table and waited. 

 Count Baggich waddled in from the other door with his secretary. The count would have been a handsome man, if he weren’t fatter than Big Lunch. He was dressed in that latest style of formalwear from Ariton. The two sat, and the secretary began to set up his writing utensils. 

 The count gestured for Sako to sit as well. “I understand you have some spice to sell, Captain.” 

 Sako nodded. “Cinnamon, mostly. But there’s also some nutmeg, some cloves and a bit of pepper.” 

 The count looked satisfied. “I can make a fair profit from those.” His smile changed slightly. “There’s another matter that we must discuss, however. 

 "Our meeting is worth thirty-seven thousand five hundred more flames than I would have expected from such a transaction.” 

 Coin value conversions were second nature to Sako, thanks to a childhood spent in an inn with a busy taproom. Seventy-five hundred crowns…sixteen, five in old Agresian crowns…ten thousand kings in Jonos, which is five thousand queens for less weight…Sako tensed. Five thousand—


 “Lord Lozia would dearly love to see you.” At that, the four guards drew their swords and advanced on Sako. 

 Sako sprang to his feet and flipped the table up with such violence that the secretary and his chair collapsed together. He had a throwing knife in one hand and a pistol in the other. There was motion in the hallway the count had used. 

 Despite his corpulence, Baggich had avoided the table. “Alive! I want him alive! A thousand flames to the man whoAAIII!” 

 Sako had flipped his knife into the count’s belly and backed toward the door. The count sank to the floor with blood pouring between his fingers. His bulk was blocking the hallway. 

 Sako shot the two guards to his right and the first man who came through the hallway, and threw another knife at the man closest to his exit. The last slashed at him as he tried to back through into the foyer. 

 Sako blocked with his forearm and took the impact on his bracer. Pain flared, but the steel prevented a broken arm. Sako shot this one in the face and backed into the foyer under the balcony. 

 The guard’s body blocked the door open and Sako suddenly remembered the sergeant. He turned just in time for the man’s thrust, which tore his shirt but skidded off the leather. Sako stuck his pistol against the sergeant’s midsection and pulled the trigger. 

 The weapon clicked uselessly, and the sergeant pushed him back. Sako narrowly avoided the next thrust for his neck, and smashed the guard with the pistol. There was a rush of footsteps overhead as he drew his sword. The sergeant tried to block with his rapier, but went down in a messy pile as Sako opened his belly. 

 Sako hastily wiped his sword on his pant leg and re-sheathed it. There were men on the balcony, probably armed with muskets. He took a deep breath and drew the other two pistols, then ran to the near right corner. It would be the worst possible angle for the shooters above, unless one was wrong-handed. 

 “There!” 

 Sako turned and raised his pistols. There were four musketeers up there, leaning precariously to get their shot. Bullets flew in both directions, and Sako learned the hard way that bullets follow walls. 

 Fire exploded in the side of his left knee and he went down. Two of the musketeers fell over the edge, right on top of the squad that had just come through the door. 

 Sako didn’t wait for them to sort themselves and emptied both pistols into them from the floor. Using only his right leg, Sako slid his shoulders up the wall until he was on his feet. 

 Five of Baggich’s men were still standing with bared blades, watching him uneasily. There was one more on the balcony, reloading his musket. 

 Sako jammed his empty pistols into his belt and drew his sword, then cursed himself as the guards closed in. Valling genius! They didn’t know you were out of shots! Now he’d have to fight one on five, with his back to the wall and one leg to stand on. 

 There was a clash of steel on steel outside, and several Smilers burst into the room. Dason fired two quick shots at the balcony and was rewarded by a reassuring thump when the musketeer dropped out of sight. Brog charged howling at the guards with a boarding axe in each hand. 

 Two of them dropped their swords and they all retreated back into the house. Sako fainted and slid back to the floor. 
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 Brog got to Sako first, and Dason took charge. “You three guard the door. You four stay here. Aler, take everyone else and secure this building. Bring prisoners here.” 

 “Sako’s gonna be okay,” said Brog. “He’s lost some blood, but I don’t think that’s broken.” He indicated Sako’s knee. 

 Dason was relieved. “Two of youse carry him, the other two are guards. Take him back to the ship and send everyone you see in town up here. We’re gonna loot this place before we go.” 

 The Smilers barely had their captain out the door when Ieskott and two others dragged the whimpering count into the courtyard. Sako’s knife had gone deep, but had only penetrated fat. Within minutes, their prisoner was joined by eight guards, ten servants and a boy. “All secure,” Aler said. “There aren’t any other doors.” 

 “Every rat hole has a back door,” said Dason. The Count escaped from his home during the Revolution with enough money or gems to go into business here in Rumtown; surely he’d built a new bolthole in this residence. “Try the kitchen…there’s got to be a secret passage or tunnel somewhere.” Dason leaned threateningly over the count. “Well, my lord? Will you tell me now where your money and escape route are, or would you rather answer this big savage Clav?” 

 Brog sat down on the ground in front of the count and began to drag the edges of his boarding axes together. It was an unnerving sound. 

 Count Baggich was not impressed. “Vall you and your slave, pirate! I’ll see you all hanged for this.” 

 Ieskott was more offended than Brog by the slave comment. He roughly grabbed Baggich by the hair. “You forget yourself, my lord,” he said sweetly. “You aren’t a noble anymore. The only men you command now are our prisoners.” 

 “There’s only one man here in danger of hanging in the immediate future,” said Dason. “I believe the Revolutionary Council will pay a healthy bounty for an escaped count. Or, we could take you to the Ingos, where your title might mean something. It’s entirely up to you.” 

 “As is the condition in which you arrive,” said Brog. He locked eyes with the count and scraped his blades together again. Ieskott let go of Baggich’s hair, but the fat man said nothing. 

 Dason almost smiled as he turned to Brog. “Doesn’t your tribe eat human tongues?” 

 “Sometimes.” Brog stopped scraping his axes. “I prefer eyes, myself.” 

 “I ate a sheep’s eye once,” said Naffen. “Didn’t care for the texture.” 

 “They’re best raw, then the juice doesn’t dry out.” Brog smacked his lips. “But I think the Count would like to lose some weight. I bet I could carve off most of his fat and still not kill him.” 

 “You might leave a scar or two,” said Dason. 

 Ieskott seized the count’s hair again. “WHERE’S YOUR MONEY, FAT MAN?” 

 Baggich flinched and whimpered as his wound reopened, but remained silent. 

 Dason had had enough. “Ieskott, take the boy and the other prisoners back into the house. Brog and I are going to explain a few things to the Count. No one should witness what’s about to happen.” 

 The cool, matter of fact tone that Dason used frightened the count more than anything that had happened so far. 

 It wasn't long before he talked. 

 The Smilers cheered when Brog stepped on the designated paver to open the hidden door built into one side of the passage. Inside was a small chest with one handle and a canvas bag with a shoulder strap such as a secretary might carry. The box held twenty gemstones of various size and quality and twelve hundred flames. The bag contained sight drafts on several banks, allowing the bearer to withdraw a total of ten thousand Agresian crowns. 

 They collected all of the former nobleman’s furniture, artwork and other belongings and carted it back to the ship. Dason decided to keep the count, but left the boy and his servants and soldiers behind. 

 The Smilers cast off and put out to sea as quietly as they’d arrived. 
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